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Preface: What This Course Is and How to Use
It

This is a course in compositional thinking designed for independent study, for all
instrumentalists and composers. Your primary instrument need not be the piano. What
follows is a course in learning to hear music the way a composer hears it: as a web of
decisions, relationships, tensions, and resolutions that operate simultaneously across
multiple dimensions of time and sound. The skills this course develops will
fundamentally change how you listen, how you improvise, and how you understand the
music you already know.

The method is simple in principle and demanding in practice: ear first, then score
study, then theoretical framework. We begin by listening — not passively, but with the
kind of focused, multi-dimensional attention that reveals structure. Only after you can
hear a phenomenon do we name it. Only after you can name it do we place it within a
larger theoretical context. This reversal of the typical academic sequence — where terms
are defined first and examples follow — reflects the way composers actually learn. You
do not compose by applying rules. You compose by hearing possibilities, and rules are
merely descriptions of patterns that earlier composers discovered through their own
hearing.

The keyboard will serve throughout this course as a harmonic reference tool. I am
not asking you to become pianists. When I say “play this at the keyboard,” I mean: find
the notes, hear the sonority, understand the relationships. You need not play with any
particular fluency. A saxophonist who can slowly pick out a Bach chorale at the
keyboard, hearing each voice as it enters and moves, gains more from the exercise than a
pianist who plays it up to tempo without listening. The keyboard is uniquely suited to
harmonic study because it lays out pitch spatially — you can see intervals, see voice-
leading, see the vertical and horizontal dimensions simultaneously in a way that no
single-line instrument permits. Use it as a tool. When exercises can be adapted to your
primary instrument — and I will indicate when they can — do both: play it at the
keyboard to understand the harmony, then play it on your instrument to internalize the

melodic and intervallic content.

Why should jazz musicians study compositional thinking drawn from Bach,
Beethoven, Wolpe, Babbitt, and Stravinsky? The question betrays a false boundary. The
worlds of jazz and Western concert music have never been as separate as institutional
structures suggest. Stefan Wolpe, one of the most rigorous compositional minds of the
twentieth century, taught Gil Evans — whose orchestrations for Miles Davis on Sketches
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of Spain and Miles Ahead represent some of the most sophisticated timbral thinking in
any genre. Wolpe also taught George Russell, whose Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal
Organization became one of the foundational theoretical texts of modern jazz. Milton
Babbitt, the great systematizer of twelve-tone thought, was obsessed with jazz and
popular song — his analyses of Tin Pan Alley demonstrate the same rigor he brought to
Schoenberg and Webern. Stravinsky’s rhythmic innovations in The Rite of Spring filtered
directly into jazz through musicians who heard in his displaced accents and additive
meters a kindred rhythmic spirit. The traffic moved in both directions: Ravel studied
jazz harmony, Milhaud wrote La Création du monde after hearing jazz in Harlem, and
Bart6k’s rhythmic language shares deep structural features with West African

polyrhythmic traditions that also underlie jazz.

The point is not that jazz musicians should aspire to classical respectability. The
point is that compositional thinking — the ability to hear how pitches relate to each
other across time, how voices move independently yet cohere, how tension and
resolution operate at every structural level from the beat to the complete form — is
universal. A Charlie Parker line and a Bach fugue subject both demonstrate motivic
development. A Bill Evans voicing and a Debussy chord both exploit the expressive
character of specific intervals in specific registers. A Coltrane improvisation over “Giant
Steps” and a Beethoven development section both manipulate structural dissonance to
create forward motion. The techniques are transferable because the ear that hears them is

the same ear.

The Bodies of Work

This course draws on four primary bodies of work, integrated thematically rather than
presented sequentially:

Charles Rosen’s The Classical Style provides our analytical vocabulary for
understanding how musical structure works at the largest scale. Rosen’s central insight
— that the Classical style invented a musical language in which the drama of the piece
and its tonal structure are identical — gives us a model for understanding how
expression and structure relate in any music. His writing on dissonance, on the
relationship between surface and structure, and on the way Classical forms embody
rather than merely contain musical argument, will inform every lesson in this course.

Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier serves as our primary repertoire for studying
counterpoint, motivic development, harmonic motion, and the integration of horizontal
and vertical dimensions of music. The forty-eight preludes and fugues constitute the
single richest body of work for training the compositional ear. We will return to them
repeatedly, not as museum pieces but as living demonstrations of techniques you can
apply in your own playing and writing.
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Stefan Wolpe’s compositions and pedagogical writings, particularly “Thinking
Twice,” provide our approach to interval study, to the concept of organic modes, and to
understanding how post-tonal music creates coherence without traditional tonal syntax.
Wolpe’s teaching methods — visceral, physical, demanding — model the kind of deep
engagement with individual sounds that this course requires.

Milton Babbitt’s music and theoretical writings, along with late Stravinsky’s serial
works, extend our understanding into the fully chromatic domain. Babbitt’s concept of
the “all-combinatorial hexachord” and his extension of serial thinking to rhythm,
dynamics, and register show how the same structural principles that govern pitch in
tonal music can be applied to every dimension of sound. Stravinsky’s late serial works
— Threni, Movements, Requiem Canticles — demonstrate how a composer of supreme
dramatic instinct adapted serial technique to create music of extraordinary power and

economy.

How to Use This Document

Read slowly. This is not a textbook to be rushed through. Each lesson introduces
concepts that build on the previous ones, and the exercises are not optional — they are
the core of the course. The prose explains; the exercises teach.

When a piece is referenced, listen to it. Listen to it more than once. The specific
recordings I recommend matter less than the act of repeated, focused listening. The first
time you hear a piece, you hear its surface — melody, rhythm, general character. The
second time, you begin to hear its structure. The fifth time, you hear relationships you
missed entirely on the first four passes. Compositional hearing is not a talent; it is a skill
developed through repetition.

When an exercise asks you to play something at the keyboard, play it — even if you
play it badly. The physical act of producing the sound, of feeling the intervals under
your fingers, engages cognitive processes that listening alone does not. When an exercise
asks you to sing, sing — even if you sing badly. Singing forces your inner ear to generate
pitches rather than merely receive them, and this generative capacity is exactly what
composition requires.

Do not rush. The first five lessons of this course concern listening — you will not
write a note of original music until Part II. This is deliberate. A composer who cannot
hear is like a painter who cannot see. The ear must be trained before the hand can follow.

A word about the recordings you choose. For Bach, the specific performer matters
less than you might think — the structure is robust enough to survive almost any
interpretation. Glenn Gould’s recordings of the Well-Tempered Clavier are revelatory for
their clarity of voicing (Gould makes each voice in a fugue audible with almost
supernatural precision), but Andras Schiff, Angela Hewitt, and many others are equally
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valuable. For the Bach Inventions and Sinfonias, choose a recording that is rhythmically
clear and not overly Romantic in its phrasing — you need to hear the counterpoint, not
the interpreter’s feelings about the counterpoint. For Webern and Wolpe, any well-
recorded performance will serve. For Beethoven, the specific recording matters more,
because interpretation significantly shapes the experience — but for our analytical
purposes, any standard recording will suffice. For the jazz recordings referenced in this
course, the original recordings are always preferable to live performances or alternate
takes, simply because we need a shared reference point for discussion.

A final word about difficulty. Some of the concepts in this course — particularly in
the later lessons on serial technique and post-tonal organization — may initially seem
abstract or remote from your musical experience. This is normal. The distance between
hearing a dominant seventh chord resolve and hearing a hexachordal rotation is real, but
it is a distance of familiarity, not of kind. The same ear that hears tension in a tritone can
learn to hear tension in the opposition of complementary hexachords. The same ear that
tracks a melodic motive through a jazz solo can learn to track a pitch-class set through a
Wolpe composition. Trust the process. The ear is more capable than most musicians ever

discover, because most musicians never ask it to do this kind of work.
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PART I: THE EAR — FOUNDATIONS OF

CoMPOSITIONAL LISTENING
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Lesson I: Hearing as a Composer Hears

There is a difference between hearing music and listening to it, and there is a further
difference between listening to music and hearing it as a composer hears it. The first is
passive — sound washes over you, you respond emotionally, the piece ends and you
carry away a general impression. The second is active — you follow the melody, notice
the harmonies, perhaps tap your foot to the rhythm. The third is something else entirely.
To hear as a composer hears is to perceive a piece of music as a field of relationships:
every note connected to every other note by intervals, rthythmic proportions, timbral
qualities, dynamic levels, and structural functions that operate simultaneously across
multiple time scales. It is to hear not just what is sounding but why it is sounding —
what function this particular pitch, in this particular register, at this particular dynamic,

at this particular moment in the form, serves within the total structure.

This sounds impossibly complex, and in a sense it is: no one holds all of these
relationships in conscious awareness simultaneously. But the trained compositional ear
does not need to. It has internalized so many patterns, so many structural norms, that it
processes most of this information automatically — the way a fluent reader processes
syntax without consciously parsing each sentence. What the compositional ear notices
are the moments of deviation, of surprise, of structural significance. It hears when a note
is unexpected, when a voice moves in an unusual direction, when a rhythm disrupts an
established pattern. And it hears these things not as isolated events but as events that
reshape the meaning of everything that preceded them and condition everything that
follows.

Consider a concrete example. In the first movement of Beethoven’'s “Pathétique”
Sonata, the slow introduction opens with a massive fortissimo chord — a diminished
seventh — followed by a series of softer, pleading figures. The casual listener hears
“loud chord, then soft response” and registers a mood: dramatic, dark, intense. The
compositional ear hears more. It hears that the diminished seventh chord is built from
stacked minor thirds (C-Eb-Gb-Bbb/A), that it is symmetrical (dividing the octave into
four equal parts), and that this symmetry makes it tonally ambiguous — it could resolve
to any of four possible keys. It hears that the “pleading” figures that follow are built
from the same intervals as the chord, now distributed as a melody rather than a
harmony. It hears that the dotted rhythm of the introduction will return, transformed, as
the accompaniment pattern of the fast section that follows. And it hears that the
introduction’s key of C minor will be contradicted by a modulation to Eb major (the
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relative major) in the exposition, creating a structural tension between the two keys that
the entire movement must resolve. All of this is audible. None of it requires a score. It

requires only an ear that has been trained to listen for structure as well as surface.

Every Note Matters

“Every note matters” is the kind of statement that sounds like a platitude until you try to
live by it. In practice, it means: there are no filler notes. There are no notes that are
merely “passing through” without consequence. Every pitch participates in multiple
dimensions of the musical structure simultaneously — it is part of a melodic line, part of
a harmonic sonority, part of a rhythmic pattern, part of a registral contour, and part of
the large-scale formal trajectory. Change one note and you change all of these
relationships.

Stefan Wolpe understood this with an intensity that bordered on obsession. His
students at Black Mountain College and later at the Third Street Music School Settlement
in New York reported that he once spent three months on the first page of Webern’s
Piano Variations, Op. 27. Three months on a single page. Not because the page is
technically difficult — a competent pianist can play the notes in an afternoon. But
because every note in Webern’s music carries such structural weight, participates in so
many simultaneous relationships, that truly hearing it demands an investment of

attention that most musicians never make.

Wolpe’s method was physical. He would play intervals at the piano over and over
again — “singing, roaring, humming them, loudly, softly, quickly, slowly, short and
detached or drawn out and expressive,” as one student recalled. He treated individual
intervals not as theoretical abstractions but as living sonic entities with character, weight,
directionality, and expressive force. A minor second played pianissimo in the highest
register of the piano is a fundamentally different expressive object from a minor second
played fortissimo in the bass, even though both are “the same interval” in the abstract.
Wolpe insisted that his students experience this difference — not intellectually, but
aurally and physically.

This approach — treating the smallest musical elements with the kind of serious,
sustained attention that most musicians reserve for complete pieces — is the foundation
of compositional hearing. You cannot understand how a symphony works if you do not
understand how an interval works. You cannot hear the large-scale drama of a sonata-
form movement if you cannot hear the small-scale drama of a dissonance resolving. The
macro is built from the micro, and the micro contains the macro in embryo.

10
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Four Dimensions of Listening

Compositional hearing operates in four dimensions simultaneously. These dimensions
are not entirely independent — they interact and inform each other — but
distinguishing them is useful for training purposes, because most listeners are strong in

one or two dimensions and weak in the others.

The first dimension is linear: how events unfold in time. This is what most
listeners track naturally — the forward motion of the music from one moment to the
next. You hear a melody, and you follow it as it rises, falls, pauses, resumes. You sense
acceleration and deceleration, tension building and releasing. Linear listening is the
dimension of narrative — it answers the question “what happens next?” In its most basic
form, this is simply following the tune. In its more sophisticated forms, it is tracking
how motivic material is transformed across the span of an entire piece, how a rhythmic
pattern established in the opening bars reappears in varied form in the development
section, how a melodic idea that first appeared in the major mode takes on a different

character when it returns in the minor.

The second dimension is vertical: what sounds simultaneously. This is harmonic
listening in the broadest sense. When a pianist strikes a chord, what are the component
intervals? How do they relate to each other? Which notes are most prominent? When a
jazz combo plays, what is the aggregate sonority produced by the bass note, the piano
voicing, the horn melody, and the cymbal overtones? Vertical listening is harder than
linear listening for most people, because our auditory system is strongly biased toward
tracking single streams — we tend to hear the “melody” and process everything else as
accompaniment. Training vertical listening means learning to hear the accompaniment
with the same specificity as the melody — to know what the inner voices are doing,

what the bass is doing, how the total sonority is constructed.

The third dimension is proximity: how adjacent events relate. This is the
dimension of counterpoint and voice-leading. When one chord moves to the next, each
voice in the first chord moves to a voice in the second chord. How far does it move? By
step or by leap? In the same direction as the other voices or in contrary motion? Does the
leading tone resolve upward? Does the seventh of the chord resolve downward?
Proximity listening answers the question “how did we get from there to here?” It is the
dimension that reveals the craft of voice-leading — the art of connecting one sonority to
the next through the smooth, purposeful motion of individual voices.

The fourth dimension is distance: how events separated in time relate to each
other. This is structural listening, and it is the most difficult to develop because it
requires memory. When a theme returns in a different key after a long development
section, the compositional ear hears it in relation to its original statement. The distance
between the two statements — the intervening material, the change of key, the possible

11
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variations in orchestration or rhythm — is itself a meaningful musical phenomenon.
Structural listening answers the question “how does this relate to what came before,
even long before?” It is the dimension that reveals form: sonata form, rondo form, the
large-scale tonal plan, the arch structure, the processes of development and
recapitulation that give extended pieces their coherence.

Most listeners develop the first dimension naturally and the other three only
partially, if at all. Popular music and most jazz pedagogy emphasize linear and vertical
listening — follow the melody, hear the changes. But compositional hearing requires all
four dimensions operating together. The goal is not to listen in four separate modes
sequentially (though this is how we will begin to train) but to develop an integrated
perception in which all four dimensions inform each other simultaneously.

Beyond the Surface

The distinction between surface and structure is fundamental to compositional hearing.
The surface of a piece of music is what you hear on first listening: the melody, the
accompaniment texture, the dynamics, the orchestration. The structure is the set of
relationships that generate and organize the surface. Surface and structure are not
opposed — the surface is the structure made audible. But they are distinct in the same
way that a building’s facade is distinct from its engineering. You can admire the facade
without understanding the engineering, but you cannot build a building without
understanding both.

Consider a familiar example: the ii-V-1. You already hear it as harmonic motion —
momentum and arrival. But compositional hearing penetrates further. It hears the root
movement by fifth, the tritone resolution, the stepwise voice-leading of the guide tones,
and the way these processes operate simultaneously. It hears that the seventh of Dm7
resolves to the third of G7, which resolves to become the seventh of Cmaj7 — a
continuous thread running through what might otherwise seem like three separate
chords. To hear as a composer hears is to hear all of these processes at once, to
understand not just what sounds are present but how each voice’s motion contributes to
the aggregate effect.

Now multiply this by a thousand. In a four-minute jazz performance, there may be
hundreds of harmonic progressions, each with its own voice-leading implications, its
own motivic relationships to adjacent and distant progressions, its own rhythmic profile.
A Bach fugue of similar length contains thousands of intervallic and rhythmic
relationships, all generated from a single subject. To hear compositionally is to perceive
the generating principle behind the surface — to hear not just the notes but the logic that
connects them.

12
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EXERCISE 1.1
Choose a piece of music you know well — a jazz standard you have played many

times, a Bach prelude you have studied, a pop song you know by heart. Listen to it
five times in succession, devoting each listening to a different dimension:

1. Linear listening: Follow the main melodic voice from beginning to end. Track
its contour — where it rises, falls, rests. Notice the rhythmic profile. Where does
the melody accelerate? Where does it slow down? Where does it repeat
patterns?

2. Vertical listening: Ignore the melody as much as you can. Focus on the
harmonic sonorities beneath it. Try to hear individual voices within the
harmony. What is the bass doing? Are there inner voices moving? How does the
overall harmonic color change from section to section?

3. Proximity listening: Focus on the transitions. How does one chord connect to
the next? Can you hear whether the voices move by step or by leap? Where are
the smoothest transitions? Where are the most abrupt?

4. Distance listening: Focus on the large-scale form. When material returns, how
has it changed? What is the relationship between the beginning and the end?
Are there any ideas from the opening that reappear later in a transformed state?

5. Integrated listening: Try to hold all four dimensions simultaneously. You will
not fully succeed — no one does, not even after years of training. But the
attempt itself develops the capacity.

Write a paragraph about what you heard in each pass that you had not noticed
before.

JAZZ CONNECTION

If you have ever transcribed a solo — sat with a recording, slowed it down, figured
out every note, written it out, learned to play it — you have already begun
developing multi-dimensional listening, whether you know it or not. Transcription
requires linear listening (following the melodic line), vertical listening (hearing the
harmonic context to understand the note choices) proximity listening
(understanding how the soloist navigates from one chord to the next), and distance
listening (hearing the arc of the solo — how the intensity builds, how ideas
introduced early are developed later, how the soloist creates a sense of shape across
multiple choruses).

The difference between transcription and compositional hearing is primarily
one of consciousness and vocabulary. When you transcribe, you develop these
skills intuitively. This course aims to make them explicit — to give you names for

13
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what you are hearing so that you can deploy these skills deliberately, not just when
transcribing but when composing, arranging, and improvising. The saxophonist
who can hear that Coltrane’s solo on “Countdown” systematically exploits major-
third root cycles — and who understands that this is the same intervallic
relationship that governs the augmented triad and the whole-tone scale — has a
tool that the saxophonist who merely learns the solo by rote does not.

14
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Lesson 2: The Interval as Expressive Force

The interval is the atom of music. Not the individual pitch — a single pitch in isolation
has no musical meaning. It is only when a second pitch sounds, either simultaneously or
in succession, that music begins. The distance between those two pitches — the interval

— is the smallest unit of musical expression.

This claim requires immediate qualification. An interval’s expressive character is not
fixed. A minor second sounds different in the first octave of the piano than in the
seventh. It sounds different played fortissimo on two trombones than pianissimo on two
flutes. It sounds different when it occurs on a strong beat than on a weak one, different
when it resolves than when it persists, different in a tonal context than in an atonal one.
To speak of “the character of the minor second” is therefore a simplification — but a
useful one, because intervals do «carry tendencies, inclinations, expressive
predispositions that remain recognizable across a wide range of contexts. Learning to
hear these tendencies is the first step toward understanding how melody and harmony

work.

Wolpe’s Interval Study

Stefan Wolpe devoted extraordinary attention to the study of individual intervals. Where
most theory courses treat intervals as a topic to be covered in the first week and then left
behind, Wolpe treated them as objects of sustained contemplation. His approach was
characteristically physical. He would play an interval at the piano and then explore it:
transposing it to every register, playing it at every dynamic level, varying its rhythm,
singing it, asking students to sing it back. He wanted his students to know intervals not
as abstract measurements — “a minor third is three half steps” — but as sonic
experiences with specific qualities of tension, weight, directionality, and emotional
resonance.

Wolpe’s metaphors for musical motion were drawn from the physical world. He
spoke of intervals as having “gravitational pull” — some intervals feel heavy, grounded,
anchored; others feel light, suspended, floating. He spoke of “trajectories” — the sense of
directed motion that a melodic interval implies. A rising perfect fourth feels like a
launch; a falling minor second feels like a sigh. These are not merely poetic descriptions
but perceptually real phenomena that have been confirmed by empirical research on
musical cognition.

15
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One of Wolpe’s most famous teaching analogies involved fish. He would direct his
students to observe fish in a tank: “Fish don’t hit into one another. They slide past one
another. They make wonderful trajectories.” The lesson was about voice-leading —
about how well-written melodic lines move through musical space with the same fluid
independence as fish through water, each tracing its own path, responsive to the others
but never colliding clumsily. But the deeper lesson was about intervals: each movement
of a fish is defined by its angle and distance relative to the others, just as each melodic
motion is defined by its interval. The beauty of the aquarium, like the beauty of a Bach
fugue, lies in the relationships between simultaneous trajectories.

A Survey of the Intervals

What follows is a systematic exploration of each interval within the octave. These
descriptions represent tendencies, not absolutes. Context always modifies character. But
the tendencies are real and hearable, and knowing them will sharpen your perception of
every melody, every chord, every voice-leading motion you encounter.

The minor second (one half step). This is the interval of maximum tension at the
closest distance. Two pitches a half step apart are almost the same note — close enough
to create acoustic interference, the “beating” that makes the interval physically restless.
In tonal music, the minor second is the interval of resolution par excellence: the leading
tone rises by half step to the tonic, the seventh of a dominant chord falls by half step to
the third of the tonic chord. These are the two most powerful voice-leading motions in
all of tonal harmony, and both are minor seconds. In melodic use, the minor second
creates a sense of proximity, of intimacy, of sighing or weeping in the descending form
(think of the Baroque “sigh” figure, two notes falling by half step) and of urgent striving
in the ascending form. Webern built entire compositions from the minor second and its
compound forms; his music derives much of its tension from the constant presence of
half-step relationships.

The major second (two half steps). Where the minor second presses, the major
second steps. This is the interval of the scale — most melodic motion in most music
proceeds by major seconds. Its very ubiquity makes it the “neutral” melodic interval, the
unmarked case against which larger or smaller intervals register as significant. But the
major second has its own character: purposeful, workmanlike, the sense of going
somewhere without drama. In vertical use, the major second is mildly dissonant —
enough to create a sense of activity but not enough to demand immediate resolution.
The cluster chords of Barték and the tone clusters of Henry Cowell exploit the rough
energy of stacked major seconds.

16
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The minor third (three half steps). The minor third is the defining interval of the
minor mode and carries its characteristic darkness. Descending, it suggests melancholy,
lament, introspection. Ascending, it has a more ambiguous quality — questioning,
searching. The minor third is the interval of the blues: the blue third, hovering between
major and minor, is one of the most expressive sounds in all of American music. The
minor third also defines the diminished seventh chord (a stack of minor thirds) and the
augmented triad’s complement. In jazz, minor-third root movement governs the
diminished scale and the patterns built from it.

The major third (four half steps). Brightness, stability, affirmation. The major third
is the defining interval of the major triad and by extension of the major mode. Played in
a middle register at a moderate dynamic, it is one of the most “settled” sounds in music
— consonant, warm, complete. Yet context transforms it utterly: a major third in the bass
register sounds muddy and indistinct; a major third played fortissimo between two
trumpets sounds blazing and assertive; a major third at the top of a dominant ninth
chord sounds yearning rather than settled. John Coltrane’s “Giant Steps” is built on
major-third root movement — the progression C-Eb-Gb (enharmonically) divides the
octave into three equal parts, creating a sense of tonal free-fall that was revolutionary in
1959.

The perfect fourth (five half steps). Openness, strength, the sound of a horn call or a
fanfare. The perfect fourth has an almost architectural quality — it frames space without
filling it. In medieval music, the perfect fourth was considered a consonance; in
common-practice tonal music, it became a dissonance when it occurred above the bass
(the “fourth demands resolution” rule of counterpoint). This ambiguity — stable in some
contexts, unstable in others — gives the fourth a uniquely versatile character. John
Coltrane made the perfect fourth the signature interval of his mature style. His “sheets
of sound” involved rapid arpeggiation of fourth-based structures, and compositions like
“A Love Supreme” and “Impressions” are built on stacked fourths (quartal harmony)
rather than the traditional thirds of tertian harmony. McCoy Tyner’s left-hand voicings
— those massive, open quartal structures — redefined jazz piano harmony by exploiting
the fourth’s combination of power and ambiguity.

The tritone (six half steps). The tritone divides the octave exactly in half, and this
symmetry gives it a unique structural and expressive role. In tonal music, the tritone is
the interval of maximum instability — it is the engine of dominant function. The tritone
between the third and seventh of a dominant seventh chord (B and F in a G7 chord, for
example) creates the pull toward resolution that drives tonal harmony forward. The
tritone is equidistant from both its possible resolutions (B-F can resolve inward to C-E or
outward to Bb-Gb), which is why tritone substitution works: Db7 contains the same
tritone (F and Cb/B) as G7, so it can substitute for G7 in a resolution to C. This is not a
jazz trick — it is a structural property of the interval itself, one that Beethoven, Schubert,
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and Wagner exploited long before jazz musicians gave it a name. The tritone’s
restlessness, its refusal to settle, makes it the most dramatically charged interval in the

chromatic scale.

The perfect fifth (seven half steps). If the tritone is maximum instability, the perfect
fifth is maximum stability — the most consonant interval after the octave and the
unison. The fifth is the frame of the triad: root to fifth defines the outer boundary within
which the third determines major or minor quality. The fifth is the interval of open
strings, of drones, of the fundamental building block of harmonic series relationships
(the second and third harmonics form a perfect fifth). In its very stability lies its
limitation — a bare fifth is harmonically empty, awaiting the third that will give it
character. Power chords in rock music exploit this emptiness deliberately: the ambiguity
of a bare fifth (neither major nor minor) gives the sound its raw, unresolved force.

The minor sixth (eight half steps). The minor sixth is the inversion of the major
third, and it carries a distinctive quality of yearning — a brightness that has been
complicated by distance. Ascending, the minor sixth has an almost operatic quality, a
sense of reaching upward toward something just out of grasp. Descending, it can feel
like a long sigh, a slow release. The minor sixth is a relatively uncommon melodic
interval in most music, which gives it special expressiveness when it does appear. In
jazz, it often occurs as the upper extension of a chord: the flat sixth over a minor chord
creates the minor-sixth sound that is characteristic of certain modal jazz voicings.

The major sixth (nine half steps). Warmth, openness, the interval of pastoral music
and folk song. The major sixth is the inversion of the minor third, and ascending it has a
bright, uncomplicated quality — think of the opening of “My Bonnie Lies Over the
Ocean.” Many melodies from the American songbook — the repertoire that jazz
musicians call “standards” — begin with an ascending major sixth, and this is no
accident: the interval combines the warmth of the major mode with enough distance to
feel like a genuine melodic event. The major sixth is also, crucially, the interval between
the root and the sixth degree of the major scale, which gives it a harmonic function: the
“added sixth” chord (C-E-G-A) is one of the most characteristic sonorities of jazz
harmony, warmer and more complete-sounding than a bare triad.

The minor seventh (ten half steps). The minor seventh is the interval of the
dominant seventh chord, and it carries that chord’s quality of unresolved tension. In
isolation, the minor seventh sounds expectant — something needs to happen next. In
jazz, the minor seventh is so ubiquitous that it has lost much of its dissonant quality and
become part of the basic harmonic vocabulary: every chord in a jazz progression
typically includes a seventh, so the minor seventh functions less as a dissonance and
more as a coloring. But in classical usage, the minor seventh retains its tension fully — a
dominant seventh chord in Mozart is charged with dramatic energy that demands
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resolution. Hearing both of these functions — the structural tension and the coloristic
warmth — simultaneously is one of the ways that cross-stylistic listening enriches the

compositional ear.

The major seventh (eleven half steps). Brightness with an edge. The major seventh
is one half step short of an octave, and it carries that closeness as a kind of tension —
almost an octave, but not quite. This near-miss quality gives it a distinctive shimmer that
jazz musicians have exploited brilliantly. The major seventh chord (C-E-G-B) is the
quintessential jazz consonance — richer than a triad, more stable than a dominant
seventh, with a luminous quality that Bill Evans, Herbie Hancock, and Keith Jarrett
made central to the sound of modern jazz piano. In classical usage, the major seventh is
a sharp dissonance — it bites. This is another case where the same interval functions
completely differently depending on style, context, and the listener’s expectations.

The octave (twelve half steps). The octave is identity displaced. The “same note” in
a different register is and is not the same note: it has the same pitch class but a different
registral position, a different timbre (higher partials in higher octaves, more fundamental
weight in lower octaves), a different expressive quality. Octave displacement — taking a
note from one register and placing it in another — is one of the most powerful
compositional tools available. Webern’s melodies, which leap across wide registral
spans, exploit octave displacement to create lines that are simultaneously fragmented
(on the surface) and continuous (in pitch-class content). In jazz, octave displacement is
common in bebop lines, where a phrase may suddenly leap up or down an octave for
rhythmic and melodic surprise.

EXERCISE 2.1

On your instrument, play each of the twelve intervals described above, starting
from the same note. Play each interval ascending and descending. Play it in the
lowest register you can reach and the highest. Play it loud and soft, short and
sustained. Sing each interval after playing it. Do not rush through this exercise —
spend at least two minutes on each interval. The goal is not to identify the intervals
(you should already be able to do that) but to experience their character, to feel the
difference between the sharp tension of a minor second and the open stability of a
perfect fifth, between the yearning of a minor sixth and the brightness of a major
seventh.

Then, at the keyboard — however slowly — play each interval as a simultaneity

(both notes at once) rather than a melody. Notice how the character changes. The
minor second, which sounds like a sigh or a step when played melodically,
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becomes a harsh clash when played harmonically. The perfect fourth, which sounds
like a horn call melodically, becomes a stable but somewhat hollow sonority

harmonically.

EXERCISE 2.2

Choose a melody you know well — it can be a jazz standard, a folk song, a classical
theme. Sing it, slowly, and identify the interval of each successive note. Write down
the interval sequence. Now examine the pattern: which intervals predominate?
Which are rare? Does the melody favor steps or leaps? When it leaps, does it
compensate by stepping back in the opposite direction (a fundamental principle of
good melodic writing)?

Now do the same with a different melody in a different style. Compare the two
interval profiles. The differences you find are not arbitrary — they are part of what
makes each melody sound the way it does.

JAZZ CONNECTION

The intervals you favor in your improvisation define your melodic personality as
surely as the words you use most often define your literary voice. This is not
merely a metaphor. Analyze transcriptions of major jazz soloists and the interval
signatures are unmistakable.

Charlie Parker’s lines are dominated by seconds and thirds — scalewise motion
and arpeggiation of the underlying chords, with occasional larger leaps for
dramatic effect. This is part of what gives his playing its fluid, continuous quality.

John Coltrane’s mature style, by contrast, is saturated with fourths and fifths —
the quartal structures that became his signature. When Coltrane plays “sheets of
sound,” he is rapidly arpeggating fourth-based structures across the harmony, and
the wide intervals create a sense of vastness, of covering immense harmonic

territory at high speed.

Wayne Shorter’s compositions and improvisations favor seconds and sevenths
— the half steps and near-octaves that create his characteristic sound of
compression and displacement. A Shorter melody often feels like it is circling
around a note without quite landing on it, and this quality comes directly from his
interval choices.

Thelonious Monk’s melodies are built from a combination of seconds (his
characteristic whole-tone runs) and tritones (his love of flat-five substitutions and

augmented chords). The angularity of Monk’s music — the way it constantly
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surprises — is largely a product of unexpected intervals appearing where the ear
expects more conventional ones.

Understanding your own interval preferences — and consciously expanding
them — is one of the most direct ways to develop your musical vocabulary as an
improviser and composer. Transcribe a solo of your own — a recorded
improvisation, however informal — and analyze its interval content. You may be
surprised to discover how narrow your habitual interval vocabulary is. Most
improvisers use seconds and thirds for the vast majority of their melodic motion,
with occasional fourths and fifths. Sixths and sevenths are rare; tritones rarer still.
This is not a failing — it reflects the natural bias of tonal melody toward stepwise
motion and arpeggiation. But deliberately introducing less-common intervals into
your playing expands your expressive range. Practice improvising using only
fourths and fifths. Practice using only half steps and tritones. The results will
initially sound strange and uncomfortable, but they will train your ear to accept
and deploy intervallic resources that most players never access.

There is a deeper principle here, one that connects back to Wolpe. The intervals
you choose are not merely ornamental — they are structural. They determine the
harmonic implications of your melody, the tension profile of your lines, the very
quality of movement through pitch space. A melody built from perfect fourths
inhabits a different sonic world than a melody built from minor seconds, even if
both are played over the same chord changes. The fourths create a sense of
openness and suspension; the half steps create a sense of compression and urgency.
Choosing intervals consciously — rather than falling into habitual patterns — is
one mark of compositional thinking in an improvised context.
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Lesson 3: The Motive — Three or Four Notes
That Generate a World

A motive is a short musical idea — typically three to seven notes — with sufficient
rhythmic and intervallic identity to be recognized when it reappears, even in altered
form. This definition is deliberately simple because the concept is extraordinarily
powerful: the motive is the primary means by which music achieves coherence across
time. A piece built from motivic development — where a small initial idea is
transformed, fragmented, extended, inverted, and recombined throughout the piece —
has an organic unity that no amount of formal planning can substitute for. The listener
may not consciously recognize the motive’s transformations, but the ear perceives the
family resemblance between related ideas, and this resemblance creates a sense of
coherence that holds the piece together from beginning to end.

The Motive as Generative Cell

The crucial distinction is between a motive and a melody. A melody is a complete
musical statement — it has a beginning, a middle, and an end, a sense of departure and
arrival. A motive, by contrast, is incomplete — it is a fragment, a seed, a cell. Its
incompleteness is precisely what makes it generative: because it does not constitute a
complete thought, it demands continuation, development, transformation. A melody can
be repeated, but it tends to resist development — if you take a sixteen-bar melody and
try to develop it, you typically end up fragmenting it into motives first. The motive is
already a fragment, already primed for development.

What constitutes a motive’s identity? Two elements: its interval content (the pattern
of distances between successive pitches) and its rhythmic profile (the pattern of
durations and accents). Change either one too drastically and the motive becomes
unrecognizable; preserve both, and the motive remains identifiable even under
considerable transformation. Between these extremes lies the vast terrain of motivic
development, where the composer balances identity against transformation, recognition
against surprise.
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Bach’s Fugue Subjects

No composer understood motivic thinking more profoundly than Bach, and no body of
work demonstrates it more clearly than the fugues of the Well-Tempered Clavier. A
fugue subject is, in essence, a motive writ large — a compact musical idea that generates

an entire contrapuntal structure through systematic transformation.

Consider the subject of the C Minor Fugue from Book I of the Well-Tempered Clavier
(BWYV 847). The subject occupies two bars and is built from a small set of intervals: it
begins with a rising half step (B-natural to C), leaps up a minor third (C to Eb), then
descends by step through D, C, B-natural, arriving on a lower C before descending
further. The interval content is almost entirely seconds and thirds — steps and small
leaps. The rhythm begins with a held note followed by rapid sixteenth notes, creating a
strong contrast between stasis and motion.

From this compact idea — two bars, a handful of intervals, one rhythmic pattern —
Bach generates a fugue of sustained intensity and extraordinary contrapuntal
complexity. The subject is answered in the dominant (G minor), introducing the first
transformation: the intervals are slightly adjusted to fit the new key (this is called a
“tonal answer,” and the specific adjustments Bach makes are themselves compositionally
meaningful). Then the subject appears in the relative major (Eb), in the subdominant (F
minor), and in several other keys, each transposition placing the same intervals in a new
harmonic context. The subject appears inverted — turned upside down, so that rising
intervals become falling intervals and vice versa. It appears in stretto — overlapping
with itself, the second entry beginning before the first has finished, creating a sense of
compression and urgency. It appears fragmented — just the opening figure, or just the
descending scale, used as a building block for sequences and episodes.

All of this from two bars. That is the power of motivic thinking.

Let us look more carefully at what happens in the exposition of this fugue, because
the process repays close attention. The subject enters alone in the alto voice. It is, in this
first appearance, a purely melodic object — we hear it without harmonic context, as a
single line in a single register. The ear latches onto its most distinctive feature: the
contrast between the held opening note and the rapid descent that follows. That contrast
— stasis breaking into motion — becomes the motive’s fingerprint.

When the subject enters a second time, in the soprano, two things happen
simultaneously. First, the subject itself is transformed: it enters on G rather than C, and
some of its intervals are adjusted to maintain the tonal relationship between tonic and
dominant (this tonal answer is one of the conventions of fugal writing, but the
adjustments are not mechanical — Bach makes specific choices about which intervals to
alter and which to preserve). Second, the alto voice, which has finished stating the
subject, continues with a countersubject — a new melodic line designed to sound good
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against the subject. This countersubject has its own rhythmic and intervallic profile,
distinct from the subject but complementary to it. Now we hear two independent voices:
one stating the subject, the other weaving a countersubject against it. The vertical
dimension has emerged from the horizontal.

By the time the third voice enters (the bass, stating the subject on C again), the
texture has thickened to three independent lines. The ear must now track all three: the
subject in the bass, the countersubject (likely) in the alto, and a free voice in the soprano.
The harmonic implications of these three simultaneous lines are rich — they generate
triads, seventh chords, suspensions, and passing dissonances, all arising naturally from
the contrapuntal motion rather than being imposed upon it. This is the fundamental
lesson of Bach’s counterpoint: harmony and melody are not separate; harmony is what
happens when melodies interact.

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony

The most famous motive in Western music is the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony: three repeated notes followed by a longer note a third lower. The rhythm —
short-short-short-LONG — is arguably more important than the pitches, and Beethoven
exploits this by transposing the motive to every conceivable pitch level while preserving
the rhythm. But the interval matters too: that descending third (G-G-G-Eb in the opening
statement) carries a quality of fate, of finality, that a descending second or fourth would

not.

What makes the Fifth Symphony a masterpiece of motivic development is the sheer
relentlessness with which Beethoven transforms this four-note cell. In the first
movement alone, the motive appears in its original form, in inversion (ascending rather
than descending), in augmentation (stretched to longer note values, appearing in the
bass as a slow-moving foundation beneath faster surface activity), in diminution
(compressed to even shorter values), and fragmented into its component parts —
sometimes just the three repeated notes, sometimes just the falling third. The second
theme of the first movement, which sounds lyrical and contrasting on first hearing, turns
out to be built from the same rhythmic cell: short-short-short-LONG, now embedded in
a longer melodic line. The unity is total, and it is achieved entirely through the
development of a motive so simple that a child can sing it.

Beethoven’s technique demonstrates a principle that applies to composition in any
style: the simpler and more distinctive the motive, the greater its generative potential. A
complex motive with many different intervals and rhythmic values is harder to develop
because it has too many features — the listener cannot track which transformations
preserve identity and which create contrast. A simple motive — three notes, one rhythm
— can be transformed in a hundred ways, and the listener will recognize every one.
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Wolpe’s Pitch-Class Sets

Stefan Wolpe extended motivic thinking into the post-tonal domain through his concept
of pitch-class sets used as compositional “reservoirs.” Where a tonal motive has a
specific ordering — the notes appear in a particular sequence — Wolpe’s sets are
unordered: they are collections of pitch classes from which notes can be drawn freely,
combined in any order, distributed across any register.

Wolpe described these collections as existing in “organic modes” — “any number
can be chosen and used freely, recombined freely in exchange with other pitches drawn
from slightly altered, mode-like formations.” The concept is beautifully flexible. A three-
note set like {C, Db, F} — containing a minor second and a perfect fourth — can generate
melodic lines that preserve the interval content of the set while varying everything else:
order, register, thythm, dynamics. The C might appear in the bass, the F in the treble, the
Db in the middle, and the intervals between them — a minor second from C to Db, a
major third from Db to F, a perfect fourth from C to F — remain audible as a kind of
harmonic fingerprint.

This approach bridges tonal and post-tonal thinking in a way that is immediately
useful for jazz musicians. When you improvise over a static harmony — say, a Dm7
vamp — you are already intuitively working with a pitch-class set: the notes of D
Dorian, or D minor pentatonic, or whatever scale you choose. Wolpe's insight is that you
need not restrict yourself to pre-existing scales. You can construct your own sets — small
collections of pitches chosen for their intervallic properties — and use them as the basis
for improvisation. A set of {D, Eb, A} gives you a minor second and a tritone; a set of {D,
F#, Bb} gives you two major thirds; a set of {D, G, Ab, C#} gives you a perfect fourth, a
minor second, and a tritone. Each set has a distinctive intervallic flavor that will

permeate any music derived from it.

Techniques of Motivic Development

The following techniques are the basic toolkit for developing a motive. Each one
preserves some aspect of the motive’s identity while altering something else, creating the
balance of recognition and novelty that sustains musical interest.

Transposition: Moving the motive to a different pitch level while preserving all
intervals and rhythms. The simplest form of development — the motive is identical but
in a different location. Transposition is the basis of the tonal sequence, one of the most

common developmental techniques in both classical and jazz music.

Inversion: Turning the motive upside down — every ascending interval becomes the
same-size descending interval, and vice versa. If the original motive rises by a minor
third and then falls by a major second, the inversion falls by a minor third and rises by a
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major second. Inversion preserves the interval sizes but reverses their direction, creating
a kind of mirror image. In a fugue, the inverted form of the subject creates a sense of

related-but-different that is extremely effective at sustaining interest.

Retrograde: Playing the motive backwards. The first note becomes the last, the last
becomes the first, and all intervals are reversed in order (though not in direction).
Retrograde is more common in post-tonal music than in tonal music, because in a tonal
context the reversed motive often sounds completely unrelated to the original — the
functional harmonic implications change too drastically. In serial music, retrograde is a

fundamental operation, one of the four basic forms of the tone row.

Augmentation: Stretching the motive in time — each note value is multiplied by a
constant factor (usually two, making every note twice as long). Augmentation slows the
motive down, often transforming a quick melodic figure into a stately, cantus-firmus-like
theme. Bach frequently introduces the subject of a fugue in augmentation near the end,
placing it in the bass as a slow-moving foundation while faster countersubjects weave

above it.

Diminution: The opposite of augmentation — compressing the motive in time by
dividing each note value. Diminution speeds the motive up, often creating a sense of
urgency or acceleration. In combination with augmentation, diminution allows a
composer to present the same motive at multiple speed levels simultaneously — one of
the most impressive feats of contrapuntal writing.

Fragmentation: Using only a part of the motive — perhaps just the opening interval,
or just the closing rhythm. Fragmentation allows a composer to extract the most
distinctive element of a motive and develop it independently. Beethoven was a supreme
master of fragmentation; in his development sections, motives are progressively broken
down into smaller and smaller fragments until only the essential rhythmic or intervallic

kernel remains.

Sequence: Repeating the motive immediately at a different pitch level, usually
moving stepwise up or down. A sequence of three or four statements creates a strong
sense of directed motion — the music is clearly going somewhere. Sequences are
ubiquitous in Baroque music (Vivaldi built entire concerto movements from sequential
repetition) and in jazz (playing a lick and then moving it up or down by step or third is a
basic improvisational technique).

Intervallic expansion and contraction: Preserving the contour of the motive (the
pattern of ups and downs) while making the intervals larger or smaller. If the original
motive rises by a minor second and then falls by a major third, an expanded version
might rise by a major third and fall by a minor sixth — the same contour, stretched.
Contraction compresses the intervals. This technique preserves the shape of the motive
while altering its harmonic content, creating a sense of “the same gesture, in a different
mood.”
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EXERCISE 3.1
Take a three-note cell: C, Db, F. This gives you a minor second (C to Db) and a
major third (Db to F), with a perfect fourth framing the outer notes (C to F).

On your instrument, spend twenty minutes developing this cell using every
technique listed above. Begin with simple transposition — play C-Db-F, then C#-D-
F#, then D-Eb-G, and so on through all twelve pitch levels. Then invert it: C, B, G
(descending minor second, then descending major third). Transpose the inversion.
Play the retrograde: F, Db, C. Play it in augmentation — hold each note for two
beats instead of one. Play it in diminution — make each note as short as you can.

Then start combining techniques. Play the inversion in augmentation. Fragment
it — take just the opening minor second and sequence it upward. Take the major
third and sequence it downward. Expand the intervals: C to D (major second
instead of minor) to G (perfect fourth instead of major third). Contract them: C to
Db to D (minor second followed by minor second, the major third compressed to
another half step).

Count how many distinct musical ideas you have generated from three notes. If
the number is less than twenty, you have not yet exhausted the possibilities. If it is
more than thirty, you are beginning to think motivically.

EXERCISE 3.2

At the keyboard, play the subject of Bach’s C Minor Fugue from Well-Tempered
Clavier Book I (BWV 847). If you do not have the score, find one — it is freely
available and should be part of your permanent library. Play the subject slowly,
identifying each interval. Then trace the subject through the fugue: where does it
appear in the soprano? The alto? The tenor? The bass? Where does it appear
inverted? Where in stretto? Where is it fragmented?

This exercise will take time — do not expect to complete it in one sitting. Return

to it over several days. Each time you return, you will hear more.

JAZZ CONNECTION
Sonny Rollins’s improvised solo on “St. Thomas” (from the 1956 album Saxophone
Colossus) is one of the great demonstrations of motivic development in jazz. Listen

to it closely — not once but several times — and follow what Rollins does with his
material.
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The tune itself is a calypso with a simple, square melody built from the notes of
the tonic triad. Rollins begins his solo not by launching into double-time bebop
lines but by staying close to the melody — he plays a short, rhythmically simple
figure, almost like a fragment of the tune itself. This is his seed. Over the next
several choruses, he transforms this figure with remarkable discipline. He
transposes it — plays the same rhythmic shape starting on different pitches. He
displaces it rhythmically — places the same figure on a different beat, so that it falls
across the barline or against the established pulse. He extends it — adds notes to
the end, stretching the figure into a longer phrase. He contracts it — compresses the
figure to just its opening interval. He inverts the contour — if the original figure

rose and then fell, the transformation falls and then rises.

What is extraordinary is the continuity. At every point in the solo, you can hear
the relationship between what Rollins is playing now and what he played before.
There are no arbitrary insertions of pre-learned licks, no moments where the thread
is dropped in favor of a flashy passage. Every idea grows from the previous idea.
The solo has an almost narrative quality — it goes somewhere, it develops, it
builds. And this quality comes directly from motivic discipline: the commitment to
developing a small idea rather than stringing together many ideas.

Compare this to the approach of a bebop player like Charlie Parker. Parker’s
solos are built from a vast library of pre-composed melodic fragments (“licks” or
“vocabulary”) that are assembled in real time, selected and connected based on the
harmonic context. The result is a dense, virtuosic stream of melodic information —
thrilling in its speed and precision, but structurally different from Rollins’s
approach. Parker’s solos are additive (new material constantly arriving); Rollins’s
solos are developmental (the same material constantly transforming). Neither
approach is superior — they are different compositional strategies, and both
produce great music. But the developmental approach is the one most directly
connected to the techniques of Bach, Beethoven, and Wolpe, and it is the one this
course emphasizes.

What Rollins does in the moment, over the course of a three-minute solo, is
structurally identical to what Bach does on paper, over the course of a five-minute
fugue. The time scale is similar. The techniques are the same. The difference is that
Rollins is inventing and developing simultaneously, while Bach separates the two
processes (though Bach’s ability to improvise fugues at the keyboard was
legendary, so the distinction may be less clear than it appears).

The lesson for jazz musicians is this: motivic development is not an academic
exercise. It is a practical technique for creating more coherent, more compelling,
more structurally satisfying improvisations. The next time you practice, try this:
play a short motive — three or four notes — and then develop it for an entire
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chorus. Do not introduce new material. Transform the motive using the techniques
listed above. You will be surprised at how much music three notes can generate.
Then try it for two choruses. Then three. The discipline of staying with a single
idea, finding everything it can become, is one of the most valuable skills a jazz

musician can develop.
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Lesson 4: Horizontal and Vertical —
Introduction to Polyphonic Hearing

Music exists in two dimensions simultaneously: the horizontal dimension of melody
(notes unfolding in time) and the vertical dimension of harmony (notes sounding
together). These two dimensions are not independent. Harmony is generated by the
simultaneous motion of melodic lines — what we call counterpoint. And melody is
conditioned by the harmonic context in which it moves — a C in the context of a C major
chord has a different musical meaning than a C in the context of an Ab major chord,
even though it is the same pitch. The ability to hear both dimensions simultaneously —
to perceive the horizontal flow of each individual voice while also hearing the vertical
sonorities they produce together — is the central skill of compositional listening.

Most listeners hear music primarily as a melody with accompaniment. There is a
“tune” — the most prominent voice, usually the highest — and there is “everything
else,” which is processed as a more or less undifferentiated harmonic background. This
is natural: our auditory system evolved to track single sound sources (a voice, a
predator, a child’s cry), and it applies this same single-source tracking bias to music.
When multiple musical voices sound simultaneously, the brain automatically selects the
most prominent one as the “figure” and relegates the rest to “ground.”

Compositional hearing overrides this default. It trains the ear to follow not just the
soprano but also the alto, the tenor, and the bass — each as an independent melodic line
with its own contour, its own rhythm, its own expressive trajectory. And it trains the ear
to hear the vertical sonorities that these independent lines produce at each point of
intersection, so that counterpoint and harmony are perceived as two aspects of a single
phenomenon rather than as separate domains.

Why Polyphonic Hearing Matters for Jazz Musicians

If you play in a jazz combo — any jazz combo — you are already participating in a
contrapuntal texture, whether you think of it that way or not.

The bass player walks a bass line. This is not merely “providing the roots” — a good
walking bass line is a melodic line in its own right, with its own contour, its own
rhythmic profile, its own sense of direction. It moves by step and leap, it has moments of

tension and resolution, it responds to the soloist and the drummer. It is a voice.
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The pianist or guitarist comps. Comping is not merely “playing chords” — it is the
art of creating moving inner voices that connect one harmony to the next through
smooth voice-leading. A good comper thinks about which note in the voicing to place on
top, how the voices move from one chord to the next, where to add chromatic approach
tones, how to create rhythmic interplay with the soloist and the drummer. The comp is
several voices.

The soloist improvises a melody. This melody exists not in isolation but in
counterpoint with the bass line and the comp — sometimes moving in parallel with the
inner voices, sometimes in contrary motion, sometimes creating dissonances against the
comp that resolve in the next beat. The soloist is a voice.

The drummer plays the ride cymbal, the hi-hat, the snare, and the bass drum. Each
of these is a rhythmic voice with its own pattern, its own dynamic contour, its own
relationship to the beat. The drummer creates rhythmic counterpoint — multiple
independent rhythmic streams sounding simultaneously — that is directly analogous to
the pitch counterpoint of Bach.

A jazz combo is, structurally, a contrapuntal ensemble. The bass walks an
independent line. The piano provides inner voices. The soloist improvises a melody. The
drums contribute rhythmic counterpoint. The total texture is not melody-plus-
accompaniment but four or five independent voices interacting in real time. The better
you can hear all of these voices simultaneously — the better your polyphonic hearing —
the more effectively you can participate in this collective conversation.

How to Develop Polyphonic Hearing

Polyphonic hearing is a trainable skill, and the training follows a natural progression

from simple to complex.

Stage 1: Two voices. Begin with Bach’s Two-Part Inventions — fifteen short pieces
for keyboard in which exactly two voices interact. These pieces are masterpieces of
economy: every note in each voice has a specific contrapuntal function, and the
interactions between the two voices demonstrate virtually every fundamental
contrapuntal technique.

The exercise is straightforward but demanding. Listen to a recording of Invention
No. 1 in C Major (BWV 772) — it is approximately one minute long. On the first
listening, follow only the upper voice (the right-hand part). Hum along with it. Notice
its contour, its rthythm, its range. On the second listening, follow only the lower voice
(the left-hand part). This is considerably harder — your ear will want to snap back to the
upper voice, because the upper voice is louder and higher and your auditory system
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assigns it priority. Resist this. Hum the lower voice. Notice where it moves by step and
where it leaps, where it has the primary melodic material and where it is playing a
supporting role.

On the third listening, try to follow both voices simultaneously. You will partially
succeed — there will be moments where you can clearly hear both voices as independent
lines, and moments where they blur into a single texture. Note where the independent
hearing is easiest: it is typically easiest when the voices move in contrary motion (one
rising while the other falls) and when they are widely separated in register. It is hardest

when they move in parallel motion and when they converge to the same register.

Pay particular attention to the imitative entries. The Invention opens with the motive
in the right hand: a rising sixteenth-note figure that outlines the C major scale with a
characteristic upper-neighbor turn (C-D-E-F-D-E-C... this is the figure, with slight
variations depending on the edition and interpretation). One bar later, the left hand
enters with the same motive, transposed down an octave. For a moment, both voices are
playing the same idea at different pitch levels and offset by one bar — this is imitation,
the fundamental technique of counterpoint. Your ear will naturally track the voice that
entered first (the right hand), but force yourself to switch: follow the left hand’s
imitation while letting the right hand recede. Then try to hear both entries
simultaneously, as overlapping statements of the same idea. This is the experience of
counterpoint: the same material, in two voices, creating harmony through its own
motion.

Repeat this exercise with several of the Two-Part Inventions. Invention No. 4 in D
Minor is excellent for this purpose — it has a particularly clear subject and a chromatic
countersubject that is easy to distinguish from the subject. Invention No. 8 in F Major is
also very useful, as the two voices frequently exchange material (what was in the right
hand appears in the left, and vice versa), giving you practice at tracking a motive as it
moves between registers. Invention No. 13 in A Minor has a driving rhythmic energy
that makes the lower voice unusually prominent — start with this one if you find the
lower voice hard to hear in the others.

Over several weeks of regular practice — even ten minutes a day — your ability to
track both voices will improve dramatically. The improvement is not gradual but tends
to come in sudden jumps: one day, a passage that previously sounded like a blur will
suddenly resolve into two distinct lines, and once you hear it, you cannot unhear it.

Stage 2: Three voices. Progress to Bach’s Three-Part Sinfonias (sometimes called
Three-Part Inventions). Now there are three voices to track, and the middle voice — the
alto — is the hardest to hear. It lacks the prominence of the soprano and the foundational
clarity of the bass, and it tends to disappear into the texture. Training yourself to hear the
middle voice is perhaps the single most valuable exercise in polyphonic listening,
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because the middle voices are where the real craft of voice-leading is most evident. The
soprano gets the tune and the bass gets the foundation; the alto has to navigate between

them, creating smooth connections and avoiding collisions.

Listen to Sinfonia No. 9 in F Minor (BWV 795). This is an extraordinarily beautiful
piece in three voices, with a chromatic subject that is rich in half-step motion. Try to
track the middle voice through the entire piece. Where does it have the subject? Where is
it playing a free counterpoint against the subject in another voice? Where does it cross
above the soprano or below the bass? (Voice crossing — where a lower voice temporarily
sounds above a higher one — is rare in Bach, and when it occurs, it always serves a
specific contrapuntal purpose. Hearing it teaches you to hear registral space as a
compositional dimension.)

Stage 3: Four or more voices. The fugues of the Well-Tempered Clavier are the
ultimate training ground for polyphonic hearing. A four-voice fugue presents the ear
with four simultaneous melodic lines, each with its own rhythmic independence,
interacting through a complex web of contrapuntal techniques. Hearing all four voices
simultaneously is extremely difficult and takes years of practice. But even partial success
— hearing three of four voices, or hearing all four intermittently — represents a
significant advance in listening ability.

Begin with the fugues that have the clearest, most distinctive subjects — the C Minor
Fugue (BWYV 847) with its dramatic ascending line, the D Major Fugue (BWV 850) with
its brilliant sixteenth-note subject, the Bb Minor Fugue (BWV 867) with its chromatic,
mournful subject. In each case, follow the subject as it moves from voice to voice:
soprano, alto, tenor, bass. The subject is the easiest element to track because it is the most
recognizable — your ear latches onto it as it passes through the texture. Once you can
reliably track the subject, try to hear what the other voices are doing while the subject
sounds. The countersubject — the melodic line that typically accompanies the subject —
is the next-easiest element to track. Then the free voices.

The Cognitive Science of Polyphonic Hearing

There is empirical evidence that polyphonic listening engages the brain in ways that
other types of musical listening do not. Neuroimaging studies show that tracking
multiple simultaneous voices activates areas beyond the auditory cortex: the prefrontal
cortex (executive function, working memory), the parietal lobes (spatial processing —
because polyphonic hearing involves tracking the “spatial” relationships between voices
in pitch space), and the cerebellum (timing and rhythmic coordination). Musicians

trained in counterpoint show measurably greater activation in these areas than
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musicians without such training, and they also show improvements in general-purpose
cognitive skills — particularly working memory and the ability to maintain multiple

representations simultaneously.

This is not a sales pitch for the cognitive benefits of music study. The point is
structural: polyphonic hearing is cognitively complex because it requires holding
multiple independent streams of information in working memory simultaneously,
tracking the interactions between them, and integrating horizontal (each voice’s melody)
and vertical (the aggregate harmony) information in real time. This is hard because it
genuinely is complex — your brain is doing remarkable computational work when you
hear a four-voice fugue as four independent but interacting lines rather than as a single
blurred texture.

The good news is that this capacity develops with practice. Just as a chess player
develops the ability to see the board as a field of interacting forces rather than a
collection of individual pieces, a musician develops the ability to hear a contrapuntal
texture as a web of interacting voices rather than a melody with accompaniment. The
training is gradual and cumulative, and every incremental improvement in polyphonic
hearing pays dividends in every musical activity — listening, performing, improvising,
composing, and arranging.

Harmonic-Contrapuntal Integration

The deepest lesson of polyphonic hearing is that counterpoint and harmony are not
separate domains but two perspectives on a single phenomenon. In Bach’s music, this
integration is total: the harmony is generated by the counterpoint, and the counterpoint
is guided by the harmony. Each voice moves melodically — by step, by leap, with its
own rhythmic independence — and the simultaneous motion of all voices produces a
succession of harmonies that follows the logic of tonal syntax. The horizontal generates
the vertical, and the vertical constrains the horizontal.

This is easy to state and profound in its implications. It means that a chord is not a
static object — it is a momentary alignment of moving voices. The C major chord in bar 4
of a Bach chorale is not “C major” in the abstract; it is the specific voicing produced by
the soprano’s arrival on E, the alto’s arrival on G, the tenor’s arrival on C, and the bass’s
arrival on C, each having come from a specific preceding note by a specific interval.
Change any voice’s motion and you change the chord — perhaps to a different voicing
of C major, perhaps to an entirely different harmony.

For jazz musicians, this perspective is transformative. Most jazz harmony is taught
as a succession of chord symbols — Dm?7, G7, Cmaj7 — that the player “fills in” with
voicings. This approach treats chords as static objects selected from a catalog. The

contrapuntal perspective sees harmony as the result of voice motion: the Dm7 becomes
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G7 because each voice in the Dm7 moves by a specific interval to arrive at a note in the
G7. The seventh of Dm7 (C) moves to B in G7 (the third), a descending half step. The
third of Dm7 (F) holds as the seventh of G7 (F) — it is a common tone. The fifth of Dm7
(A) descends to the root of G7 (G), a step. The root of Dm7 (D) moves to several possible
destinations depending on the voice-leading: up to G (the root), down to B (the third), or
to D again (the fifth).

Notice what has happened in this analysis. We started with two chord symbols —
Dm7 and G7 — and ended with four individual voice-leading motions, each with a
specific interval and direction. The resolution from G7 to Cmaj7 involves similarly
specific motions: B moves up to C (half step, the leading tone resolving), F moves down
to E (half step, the seventh resolving), G either holds as a common tone or moves to G
(common tone), and D moves down to C or up to E. The half-step motions — B to C and
F to E — are the essential ones; they are the motions that make the resolution sound like
a resolution. If you voice the chords so that these half-step motions are prominent (say,
in the top voice and the next voice down), the resolution will sound clear and
purposeful. If you bury them in inner voices, the resolution will sound vague.

This level of voice-leading awareness is what separates a good comper from a great
one. Bill Evans’s voicings sound so “right” not because he selected them from a voicing
dictionary but because each voicing is connected to the next through meticulous voice-
leading — every note moves to the nearest available note in the next chord, creating
smooth, stepwise motion in every voice. The chords are not isolated objects; they are
moments in a continuous flow of voice-leading. Evans heard harmony contrapuntally,

and his voicings reflect this hearing.

When you think about harmony this way — as voice-leading, as the motion of
individual voices from one chord to the next — your comping, your bass lines, your
arrangements, and your compositions become incomparably smoother and more
purposeful. You stop selecting chords and start moving voices. This is the practical
payoff of polyphonic hearing: it changes not just how you listen but how you play.

EXERCISE 4.1

Listen to Bach’s Two-Part Invention No. 1 in C Major (BWV 772) at least five times,
following the procedure described above: upper voice only, lower voice only, then
both together. You should obtain a score — the music is in the public domain and
freely available.

After listening, sit at the keyboard and slowly play through the first eight bars,
right hand only (upper voice). Then left hand only (lower voice). Then both
together, as slowly as necessary to hear each voice independently. If you cannot
play both hands simultaneously, play one hand and sing the other.
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Identify the main motive: it appears in the first bar of the upper voice, a pattern
of sixteenth notes that outlines an ascending scale with a characteristic turn figure.
Trace this motive as it appears in the lower voice, in inversion, in sequence, and in
fragmentation. Note how the entire piece is generated from this single motivic idea,
combined with a scalar countersubject.

EXERCISE 4.2

The next time you play in an ensemble — a rehearsal, a jam session, a gig —
consciously shift your attention from voice to voice during someone else’s solo. For
the first chorus, listen primarily to the soloist. For the second chorus, shift your
attention to the bass. For the third, listen to the comping instrument. For the fourth,

try to hear the ride cymbal pattern as a melodic line.

Then try to hear all of them simultaneously. Notice how the ensemble texture is
contrapuntal — multiple independent lines interacting in real time. Notice where
the voices agree (parallel motion) and where they diverge (contrary motion). Notice
where the bass line conflicts with or supports the soloist’s note choices. Notice how
the comper responds to the soloist — whether the comp leads or follows, whether it

fills spaces or creates them.

This exercise costs nothing and requires no preparation. It simply requires a
redirection of attention from the habitual single-voice tracking to a multi-voice
awareness. Practiced consistently, it will transform your ensemble playing.
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Lesson 5: Consonance, Dissonance, and
Tension

“Expression is always concentrated in the dissonance.”

This sentence, from Charles Rosen’s The Classical Style, is perhaps the single most
important sentence about music written in the last century of scholarship. It is worth
meditating on at length, because it encapsulates a truth that is both simple and endlessly
deep: music’s expressive power resides not in stability but in instability, not in rest but in
motion, not in the notes that sit comfortably within the harmony but in the notes that

strain against it.

This is a paradox. We think of consonance as “the good sound” — the pleasing
harmony, the resolved chord, the satisfied ear. And we think of dissonance as “the bad
sound” — the clash, the tension, the unresolved chord that makes us wince. But if
consonance were the source of expression, then the most expressive music would be the
most consonant — a sustained C major triad would be the pinnacle of musical
expression. Obviously it is not. A sustained C major triad is the musical equivalent of a
flat landscape: pleasant enough, but devoid of interest. It is when you add a Bb —
turning C major into a dominant seventh — that the music comes alive, because the Bb
introduces tension, instability, the need for resolution. The Bb wants to move. It wants to
descend to A, and the B-natural in the chord wants to ascend to C, and together these
two motions propel the music from C7 to F major. That propulsion — that need, that
wanting — is expression.

What Consonance and Dissonance Really Mean

The terms “consonance” and “dissonance” have been defined in many ways across the
history of music theory, and the definitions have shifted considerably. In medieval
theory, the perfect fifth was the primary consonance and the major third was a
dissonance. In Renaissance theory, the third became consonant. In common-practice
tonal harmony (roughly 1700-1900), consonance and dissonance are defined by a specific
hierarchy: the octave and unison are most consonant, followed by the perfect fifth and
fourth, then the major and minor thirds and sixths, with seconds, sevenths, and the
tritone classified as dissonant. In jazz, the major seventh chord functions as a
consonance, though it contains a major seventh — an interval that would be sharply

dissonant in a Bach chorale.
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These shifts tell us something important: consonance and dissonance are not purely
acoustic phenomena. They are partly acoustic (intervals with simpler frequency ratios do
sound “smoother” than intervals with complex ratios) but also partly stylistic and
contextual. What counts as consonant or dissonant depends on what the listener expects
and what the style permits. In the context of a Bach chorale, a major seventh is a
dissonance that demands resolution. In the context of a Bill Evans ballad, a major

seventh is a resting point. The interval is the same; its function is different.

For our purposes, the most useful definition of consonance and dissonance is
functional rather than acoustic: a consonance is a sound that can rest; a dissonance is a
sound that implies motion. A consonant interval or chord is one that the ear accepts as
stable — it does not demand continuation. A dissonant interval or chord is one that the
ear perceives as unstable — it creates a need for resolution, a sense that something must
happen next. This functional definition cuts across stylistic boundaries: in any musical
context, there are sounds that rest and sounds that move, and the relationship between
them is the engine that drives the music forward.

How Dissonance Creates Forward Motion

All tonal music — and much post-tonal music as well — is driven by a cycle of tension
and resolution: dissonance creates tension, resolution releases it, and the alternation
between the two generates the sense of directed motion that we experience as musical
narrative.

The simplest model is the dominant-tonic relationship. In the key of C major, the
dominant chord is G major, which becomes G7 when the minor seventh (F) is added.
The G7 chord contains a tritone — the interval between B and F — and this tritone is the
engine of the chord’s instability. The B and F are three whole steps apart, dividing the
octave almost exactly in half, and this symmetry creates a tension that demands
asymmetric resolution: B wants to move up to C, and F wants to move down to E. When
both motions occur, the tritone resolves to the consonant interval of a major third (C-E),
and the chord resolves from G7 to C major. Tension releases into stability. The dominant

“wants” the tonic.

This wanting is not metaphorical. Neurological research has shown that the brain
processes unresolved dissonances as genuinely incomplete events — the auditory cortex
generates a prediction of the resolution, and when the resolution arrives, the brain’s
reward system activates. When the resolution is delayed, the brain experiences
something measurably similar to physical anticipation. Musical tension is real tension,

encoded in the neural architecture of the auditory system.
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The dominant-tonic relationship is the smallest unit of tonal motion, but the
principle scales up. The entire first section of a sonata-form movement in a major key
moves from the tonic to the dominant — from C major to G major, for example. This
modulation creates a large-scale dissonance: the piece is “in the wrong key.” The
development section intensifies this dissonance by modulating to remote keys, creating
maximum tonal instability. The recapitulation resolves the dissonance by returning to
the tonic and keeping all the thematic material in the tonic key. The entire form is a cycle
of tension and resolution writ large — the same principle that governs the G7-to-C
progression, but operating at the level of the entire structure rather than the individual
chord change.

Structural Dissonance: Rosen’s Central Insight

Charles Rosen’s most important contribution to our understanding of music is his
concept of structural dissonance. In The Classical Style, Rosen argues that the late-
eighteenth-century Classical style — the style of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven —
discovered something genuinely new: that the opposition of keys could function as a
dissonance at the level of the entire form, not just at the level of individual chords.

Prior to the Classical period, contrasting keys in a piece were understood as a
journey — the music “traveled” from one key to another and eventually “came home.”
In the Classical style, Rosen argues, the relationship became more dramatic than that.
The move from tonic to dominant in the exposition of a sonata-form movement is not

7

merely a change of location — it is “an overt confrontation of tonalities,” a structural
dissonance that demands resolution just as surely as a dominant seventh chord demands
resolution to the tonic. The dominant key is not just a place the music visits; it is an

instability that the rest of the piece must resolve.

This is a subtle but profound point. It means that the dramatic content of a Classical
sonata — the sense of struggle, of conflict, of departure and return — is not something
the composer adds on top of the form. It is the form. The form itself is dramatic, because
the tonal relationships that define the form are relationships of tension and resolution.
When Beethoven modulates from C major to G major in the exposition of the
“Waldstein” Sonata, the modulation itself is the drama. Everything that follows — the
development’s intensification of tonal instability, the recapitulation’s triumphant return
to C major — is the working-out of that initial structural dissonance.

Rosen’s insight has immediate practical implications for any musician. It means that
to understand the drama of a Classical piece, you must hear the tonal plan — not just the
individual harmonies but the large-scale key relationships. It means that modulation is
not merely a technique for variety but a structural force that shapes the meaning of the
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entire piece. And it means that form is not a container (a “mold” into which content is
poured) but a process — the process of creating, intensifying, and resolving structural

dissonance.

Extensions: Parametric Dissonance

The concept of dissonance extends far beyond pitch. Once you understand that
dissonance is a relationship of instability that implies motion, you can identify
dissonance-like relationships in every musical parameter.

Milton Babbitt was perhaps the first composer to systematically extend dissonance
thinking to rhythm, dynamics, register, and timbre. In Babbitt’s serial compositions,
these parameters are organized with the same rigor as pitch — each one has its own
serial structure, its own patterns of tension and resolution. A rhythmic “dissonance” (a
complex, irregular rhythm following a regular one) creates the same kind of instability
and forward motion as a harmonic dissonance. A dynamic “dissonance” (a sudden
fortissimo interrupting a pianissimo passage) creates a disturbance that must be
absorbed and resolved. A registral “dissonance” (a note placed in an unexpected octave)
creates a tension between the expected register and the actual one.

This extension of dissonance thinking is not merely theoretical. It describes
something every musician knows intuitively: that tension in music is not only about
pitch. A drummer can create and resolve tension using dynamics alone. A singer can
create tension through a single sustained note in an unexpectedly high register. A bass
player can create tension by suddenly playing in a much higher register than expected,
disrupting the textural norm of the ensemble. These are all forms of “dissonance” in the
generalized sense — departures from stability that create forward motion and demand
resolution.

Stefan Wolpe extended the concept differently, through his idea of opposing “organic
modes.” For Wolpe, a composition could establish a particular intervallic or textural
“mode” — a prevailing quality defined by a characteristic set of intervals, rhythms,
registers, and dynamics — and then introduce a contrasting mode. The opposition
between the two modes creates a structural tension analogous to the opposition of tonic
and dominant in tonal music. The piece then works through this opposition, potentially

arriving at a synthesis that incorporates elements of both modes.

Stravinsky’s late serial works offer yet another extension. In pieces like Movements for
Piano and Orchestra and Requiem Canticles, Stravinsky creates tension between
hexachordal regions — the two six-note halves of the twelve-tone row. The first
hexachord establishes a pitch-class “territory,” and the second hexachord introduces its
complement — the six pitch classes that were absent from the first hexachord. The
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opposition between these complementary hexachords functions as a kind of structural
dissonance, creating relationships of tension and resolution that are audible even
without theoretical knowledge of the serial system.

The Expressive Power of Prepared Dissonance

One of the key techniques for making dissonance expressive — rather than merely harsh
— is preparation. A prepared dissonance is one that is introduced as a consonance in the
preceding chord and then becomes dissonant when the other voices move. The classic
example is the suspension: a note that is consonant in one chord is held over
(suspended) into the next chord, where it becomes dissonant, and then resolves by step
downward.

The suspension is one of the most powerful expressive devices in all of music. Its
effectiveness comes from the preparation: because the ear has already accepted the note
as consonant, the dissonance feels like a thwarting of expectations rather than an
arbitrary clash. The note was at rest, and then the ground shifted beneath it. The
dissonance that results is colored by the memory of the consonance that preceded it — it
is a consonance that has become a dissonance, stability that has been destabilized, and
this transformation is inherently dramatic.

Bach’s chorales are the supreme repository of suspensions and other prepared
dissonances. Consider a common voice-leading pattern: the soprano holds a D while the
bass moves from G down to C. When the bass was on G, the soprano’s D formed a
consonant perfect fifth above it — stable, at rest. When the bass moves to C, the
soprano’s D becomes a dissonant ninth (or, in more traditional terms, a second) above it
— unstable, needing resolution. The D then resolves downward by step to C, and the
dissonance clears. The three stages — preparation (the consonant fifth), suspension (the
dissonant ninth), and resolution (the consonant octave) — form a miniature drama:
stability, disruption, restoration. And the most expressive moment — the moment of
maximum feeling — is the second stage, the suspension itself. The note that was at rest is
now in conflict with the harmony beneath it. It has not moved; the ground has shifted.
That experience of being left behind while the world changes around you — and then
resolving, finding your place in the new reality — is extraordinarily expressive, which is
why suspensions have been a primary tool of musical expression for five centuries.

The 4-3 suspension (a fourth above the bass resolving to a third) and the 7-6
suspension (a seventh resolving to a sixth) are the most common types, but the 9-8
suspension (ninth resolving to octave) and even the rare 2-3 suspension in the bass (the

bass itself is the suspended voice) all operate on the same principle. In a typical Bach
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chorale, you will find multiple suspensions per phrase, often overlapping — one voice
suspending while another resolves — creating a continuous web of tension and release
that animates even the simplest harmonic progression.

To feel this, try the following at the keyboard. Play a C major triad in your right hand
(C-E-G) with C in the bass. Now move the bass down to B while holding the right-hand
chord. The E in the right hand, which was a consonant third above C, is now a dissonant
fourth above B. Feel the tension. Now resolve: let the E drop to D# (or D, depending on
context), and you have a B major triad (or B minor). The moment of suspension — E

hanging above B — is the expressive peak.

This is what Rosen means: expression is concentrated in the dissonance.

EXERCISE 5.1
At the keyboard, play the following sequence slowly, listening carefully to each

sonority:

First, play a C major triad (C-E-G) in a comfortable middle register. Let it sound

for a few seconds. Notice its stability — it does not want to go anywhere. It can rest.

Now add a Bb above the G, creating a C dominant seventh chord (C-E-G-Bb).
Feel the change. The chord is no longer at rest — the Bb introduces an element of
instability, a sense that something needs to happen next. The tritone between E and
Bb is the source of this instability.

Now resolve the chord: let the E move up to F, the Bb move down to A, and the
C and G move to F and F respectively (or C to C and G to F), producing an F major
triad. Feel the release of tension. The dissonance has resolved to consonance, and
the motion from C7 to F major has a quality of inevitability — as though the music
had to go there.

Now try a different experiment. Play C major again. Then modulate: play G
major (G-B-D). Hold it. Play a few chords in G major — perhaps G, C/G, D, G.
Establish G as a key. Now play a G7 chord (G-B-D-F). Feel the tritone between B
and F pulling toward C major. Resolve to C major.

In the first experiment, you felt dissonance at the level of the chord. In the
second, you felt dissonance at the level of the key — the entire passage in G major
was a structural dissonance, an instability that demanded resolution back to C. The
principle is the same at both scales. Tension implies motion. Resolution satisfies the
implication. Expression lives in the tension.

EXERCISE 5.2
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Listen to the first movement of Mozart’s Piano Sonata in C Major, K. 545 — the
famous “easy” sonata. It is not easy to hear, despite being easy to play. Follow the
tonal plan:

The exposition begins in C major (the tonic). The first theme is stable, clearly in
C. Then Mozart modulates to G major (the dominant). The second theme is in G
major. This modulation — from C to G — is the structural dissonance of the
exposition. The two keys are in opposition.

The development section moves through several keys, intensifying the tonal
instability. Listen for the sense of harmonic adventure, of being far from home.

The recapitulation returns to C major, and crucially, the second theme now
appears in C major rather than G. This is the resolution of the structural dissonance:
the material that was “dissonant” (in the wrong key) is now “consonant” (in the
home key). The entire form is a large-scale cycle of tension and resolution.

You do not need to follow every chord to hear this. You need only to hear the
arrival in G major in the exposition, the tonal wandering of the development, and
the return to C major in the recapitulation. These are the structural events that give
the movement its shape and its drama.

JAZZ CONNECTION

The concept of dissonance as the engine of musical motion maps directly onto jazz
harmony — in fact, jazz has developed the concept further than any other tradition.

Consider tritone substitution. In the key of C, the dominant chord is G7,
containing the tritone B-F. Jazz musicians discovered that Db7 contains the same
tritone — enharmonically spelled as F and Cb (= B) — and can therefore substitute
for G7 in a resolution to C. The substitution works because the tritone, which is the
dissonant engine of the dominant chord, is preserved; only the “frame” of the
chord (the root and fifth) changes. This is not a jazz invention in the sense of being
unrelated to classical practice — Schubert uses the same enharmonic relationship in
his most adventurous modulations, and Wagner exploits it systematically. But jazz
musicians made it a standard part of the harmonic vocabulary, available for
deployment at any moment in real time.

Altered dominants — G7#9, G7b13, G7#11 — are ways of intensifying the
dissonance of a dominant chord, loading it with additional tensions that all resolve
when the chord moves to the tonic. The #9 (Bb, enharmonically A#, on a G7 chord)

adds a minor third on top of a major third, creating a cluster of dissonance at the
heart of the chord. The b13 (Eb on a G7 chord) adds a minor second against the fifth
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(D), further intensifying the instability. The more dissonance you pack into the
dominant, the more powerful the resolution — because there are more tensions to

release.

Upper-structure triads — superimposing a triad from outside the key on top of
a dominant chord — are another way to intensify dissonance. Playing an Ab major
triad (Ab-C-Eb) over a G in the bass creates a cluster of dissonances: the Ab against
the G (minor second), the Eb against the D (minor second), and the C as a relatively
stable eleventh. The aggregate sonority is enormously tense, and its resolution to
Cmaj7 is correspondingly satisfying. This is the Rosen principle in real time:
expression is concentrated in the dissonance. The more tension you create, the more
expressive the resolution.

Chromatic approach chords — chords that approach a target chord by half step
from above or below — exploit the same principle. When you play Abmaj7 moving
to Gmaj7 (half step from above) or Gbmaj7 moving to Gmaj7 (half step from
below), the entire chord functions as a dissonance — a large-scale leading tone that
resolves by step. The chromatic motion creates maximum tension at the chord level,
just as a half step creates maximum tension at the interval level. The voice-leading
between the two chords involves multiple simultaneous half-step resolutions, and

the aggregate effect is one of powerful directional force.

Understanding dissonance as the source of expression — not as something to be
avoided but as something to be deployed, controlled, intensified, and resolved — is
perhaps the most immediately applicable concept in this entire course. Every time
you choose a voicing, you are choosing a level of dissonance. Every time you
resolve a ii-V-I, you are releasing tension. Every time you play a suspension, a
chromatic approach tone, an altered dominant, or a tritone substitution, you are
engaging the fundamental engine of musical expression. The more consciously you
control this engine, the more expressive your music becomes.

There is a continuum of dissonance available to any improviser, and learning to
navigate that continuum consciously is one of the most important skills this course
teaches. At one end: playing chord tones on strong beats, creating maximum
consonance with the underlying harmony. At the other end: playing notes from
outside the chord and outside the key, creating maximum dissonance. Between
these extremes lies a vast range of options — diatonic tensions (9ths, 11ths, 13ths),
chromatic approach tones, upper-structure impositions, “side-slipping” (playing in
a key a half step away from the prevailing key). Each point on the continuum
produces a different level of tension, and the art of expressive improvisation lies in
controlling where you are on this continuum at any given moment — leaning into
dissonance when you want to build tension, resolving into consonance when you

want to release it.
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The masters of this art deploy dissonance with architectural precision. Listen to
Miles Davis’s solo on “So What” — he begins with almost entirely consonant note
choices (chord tones and simple diatonic extensions), gradually introduces more
chromatic material as the solo develops, reaches maximum dissonance in the
climactic chorus, and then pulls back toward consonance at the close. The overall
shape — a long arc of increasing and then decreasing tension — is a structural use
of dissonance that mirrors the tonal processes of a Classical sonata movement.
Miles almost certainly did not think of it in these terms. But the ear knows what it
knows, and the principle is the same whether or not the musician can name it.

Dissonance is not the enemy of beauty. It is the source of it. A music without
dissonance would be a music without motion, without drama, without expression.
It would be a perpetual C major triad — stable, consonant, and utterly dead. What
brings music to life is the introduction of instability, the creation of tension that
demands resolution, the expressive power of sounds that need to move. This is as
true for a Coltrane ballad as for a Bach chorale, as true for a Wolpe composition as
for a Beethoven sonata. The styles differ. The principle is the same.

Part 1 has established the foundations of compositional listening: multi-dimensional
hearing, the expressive character of intervals, the generative power of motives, the skill of
polyphonic perception, and the engine of consonance and dissonance. Part II will build on
these foundations, turning from listening to analysis — the systematic study of how
composers organize these elements into coherent, expressive structures.
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PART Ill: COUNTERPOINT — THeE

INDEPENDENCE OF VOICES

The paradox of counterpoint is that constraint produces freedom. When a single melodic
line sounds alone, it answers to no one — it may go wherever it likes. But the moment a
second voice enters, both lines must negotiate. They must maintain their individuality
while acknowledging each other’s existence. The rules that govern this negotiation —
rules developed over centuries, from medieval organum through Bach through the jazz
arranging desk — are not arbitrary impositions. They are descriptions of what the ear
requires to perceive two simultaneous melodies as genuinely independent. Learn these
principles, and you gain the ability to make any ensemble texture richer, any
arrangement more alive, any improvisation more aware of the voices around it.
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Lesson 6: The Foundations of Counterpoint

Counterpoint means, literally, “note against note” — punctus contra punctum, point
against point. The term dates from the fourteenth century, when scribes notated music as
points on a page. But the practice is older than the name. Whenever two singers in a
medieval church sang different melodies simultaneously, they were making
counterpoint. Whenever a New Orleans front line weaves trumpet, clarinet, and
trombone into a collective improvisation, they are making counterpoint. Whenever a
jazz pianist maintains a moving bass line under an improvised melody, that is
counterpoint. The principle is universal: two or more melodic lines, each with its own
identity, sounding together.

What distinguishes counterpoint from mere “two things happening at once” is the
requirement of independence. If a second voice simply shadows the first in parallel thirds
— pleasant as that may sound — the two voices are not truly independent. They breathe
together, phrase together, rise and fall together. They are one voice fattened, not two
voices conversing. True counterpoint demands that each voice have its own melodic
logic, its own rhythmic profile, its own sense of direction. The voices must be aware of
each other (they cannot produce random dissonances) but they must not be enslaved to

each other.

Species Counterpoint: The Grammar of Voice Independence

The systematic study of counterpoint has, since the Renaissance, been organized into
what are called species — graduated levels of complexity that isolate specific
contrapuntal problems one at a time. The system was codified by Johann Joseph Fux in
his 1725 treatise Gradus ad Parnassum, and while Fux’s specific rules have been modified
by every generation of teachers since, the pedagogical logic of the species remains
sound. You learn to walk before you run.

The method works like this: one voice holds a cantus firmus — a fixed melody in
whole notes, moving mostly by step, that serves as the foundation. Against this given
melody, you write a counterpoint in progressively more complex rhythmic relationships.

First Species: Note Against Note. For every whole note in the cantus firmus, you
write one whole note in the counterpoint. This is counterpoint stripped to its barest
essence. With no rhythmic variety to distract the ear, the only things that matter are the
intervals between the voices and the melodic shape of each line. The constraints are

severe: begin and end on a perfect consonance (unison, octave, or fifth). Use only
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consonances between the voices — thirds, sixths, fifths, octaves. Move mostly by step.
Avoid parallel fifths and parallel octaves (we will examine why shortly). Prefer contrary

motion to parallel motion.

Why these particular rules? Because first species isolates the problem of harmonic
interval quality. With only one note sounding against one note, your ear has nothing to
focus on except the vertical relationship between the two pitches. Thirds and sixths
sound open and warm — each voice retains its identity. Parallel fifths and octaves, by
contrast, cause the voices to fuse. The acoustic explanation involves the overtone series:
a perfect fifth is so prominent in the harmonic spectrum of any tone that when two
voices move in parallel fifths, the ear hears them as a single tone with a reinforced
overtone, not as two independent melodies. The voices merge. Independence is lost.
This is not a moral failing — parallel fifths are a perfectly good sound when you want
blend, as any power chord on a distorted guitar demonstrates. But in counterpoint,
where the goal is independence, they defeat the purpose.

Second Species: Two Against One. For every whole note in the cantus firmus, you
write two half notes. Now rhythm enters the picture. The first half note of each bar falls
on a strong beat and must be consonant with the cantus. The second half note falls on a
weak beat and may be a passing tone — a dissonance approached and left by step. This is
where melodic fluidity begins. The passing tone is perhaps the most fundamental device
in all of music: a dissonant note that the ear accepts because it is clearly moving between
two consonances. You know passing tones from jazz — every bebop line is saturated
with them. Second species simply isolates the principle and makes you conscious of it.

Third Species: Four Against One. Four quarter notes against each whole note. Now
the counterpoint can really move. The first beat must be consonant; the others may
include passing tones, neighbor tones (a step away from a consonance and back), and
the cambiata — a dissonance that leaps away rather than resolving by step. Third species
develops melodic fluency. You begin to hear how a line can weave around the consonant
framework, touching dissonances lightly as it passes through.

Fourth Species: Syncopation and Suspensions. The counterpoint consists of half
notes tied across the barline, creating syncopation. The note is consonant when it enters
(on a weak beat), then the cantus moves underneath it, turning the sustained note into a
dissonance (on the strong beat), and the counterpoint then resolves down by step to a
consonance. This is the suspension — one of the most expressive devices in all of Western
music, and one you already use constantly in jazz. When a pianist holds the ninth of a
chord and lets it resolve to the root, that is a suspension. When a horn player lags behind
a chord change, letting the previous chord’s note clash with the new harmony before
resolving, that is a suspension. Fourth species isolates this principle: the expressive
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power of a note that arrives consonant, becomes dissonant through no fault of its own
(the other voice moved), and then resolves. The tension-and-release cycle is controlled
and deliberate.

Fifth Species: Florid Counterpoint. All the previous species combined. The
counterpoint mixes whole notes, half notes, quarter notes, and syncopations freely. This
is the closest species counterpoint gets to actual music. The student must now manage
all the principles simultaneously: melodic coherence, rhythmic variety, consonance on
strong beats, controlled dissonance, independence of motion.

Why These Rules Exist: The Ear’s Requirements

Let me be direct about something. These rules are not commandments handed down
from on high. They are empirical observations about what the ear perceives as
independent voice-leading. Centuries of composers and listeners have confirmed them,
and acoustic science explains most of them. But they are not inviolable laws of nature.
They are more like the rules of grammar in a language: you must learn them before you
can break them effectively, and even when you break them, you are still operating in
relation to them.

The principle of contrary motion — when one voice goes up, the other goes down —
is the single most important tool for creating independence. When two voices move in
the same direction, they sound like they are going somewhere together. When they move
in opposite directions, each asserts its own will. This is not merely a theoretical
observation; it is something you can verify in two seconds at the keyboard. Play a C in
the left hand and an E in the right. Now move the left hand down to B while the right
hand goes up to F. The voices diverge — you hear two events, two decisions, two
trajectories. Now try moving both voices up: left hand C to D, right hand E to F. The
interval changed (from a third to a third — in this case the same quality), but the effect is
fundamentally different. The voices feel yoked together.

Similar motion (both voices in the same direction but by different intervals) is less
dangerous than parallel motion (same direction, same interval), but it still reduces
independence. Oblique motion (one voice moves while the other stays put) is nearly as
good as contrary motion for establishing independence, and it is the natural result of

suspensions and pedal points.

Adapting Species Counterpoint for Jazz Musicians
The traditional way to study species counterpoint is to write exercises over diatonic

cantus firmi — bland, stepwise melodies in whole notes, usually in C major or A minor.
This has pedagogical value: it eliminates harmonic complexity so you can focus purely
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on voice-leading. But for jazz musicians who already understand harmony deeply, there
is a more engaging approach.

Use jazz standards as cantus firmi.

Take the melody of “All the Things You Are.” Play it in whole notes (or at least in
long, even values that strip away its rhythm). Now write a counterline above it or below
it, following first-species rules. Every note in your counterline must form a consonance
with the melody note. Your line must move mostly by step. You should favor contrary

motion. No parallel fifths or octaves.

What you will discover immediately is that this is hard — but the difficulty is
illuminating. The melody of “All the Things You Are” moves in ways that a traditional
cantus firmus would never dare: it leaps, it sequences, it modulates through several
keys. Writing a good counterline against it forces you to think about voice-leading in a
chromatic, modulating context rather than a diatonic one. And the counterline you
produce will be a genuine second voice for the tune — something you could actually use
in an arrangement.

Bob Brookmeyer, one of the great jazz composer-arrangers, taught counterpoint at
the New England Conservatory specifically for jazz composers. His approach was
precisely this: he used the principles of species counterpoint but applied them to jazz
materials. He insisted that his students understand why parallel fifths weaken
independence, why suspensions create expressive tension, why contrary motion
produces the strongest sense of two independent voices. And then he set them loose to
use these principles in their own music. The result, in Brookmeyer’s own writing and in
the work of his students (including many of the leading jazz arrangers of the past three
decades), was ensemble music of extraordinary contrapuntal richness — every
instrument singing its own melody, all the melodies combining into a harmonically
coherent whole.

The Contrapuntal Tradition in Jazz

It is worth pausing to recognize that jazz has its own deep contrapuntal tradition,
independent of (though ultimately connected to) the European one. New Orleans jazz —
the music of King Oliver, Louis Armstrong’s Hot Five, Jelly Roll Morton’s Red Hot
Peppers — was polyphonic by nature. The standard front line of trumpet, clarinet, and
trombone operated on contrapuntal principles: the trumpet carried the lead melody, the
clarinet wove a faster, more ornamental countermelody above it, and the trombone
provided a bass-register counterline below, often emphasizing the roots and fifths of the
harmony but with genuine melodic independence. This was collective improvisation
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governed by unwritten contrapuntal rules: the clarinet should not cross below the
trumpet for extended passages; the trombone should favor contrary motion against the

trumpet; each instrument should maintain its own rhythmic profile.

Listen to the Hot Five’s “Hotter Than That” (1927). Three voices — Armstrong’s
trumpet, Kid Ory’s trombone, Johnny Dodds’s clarinet — weave in and out of each other
with an ease that conceals real sophistication. Each line is melodically coherent on its
own. Each line moves differently from the others rhythmically. The intervals between
them are predominantly consonant, but passing dissonances create friction and forward
motion. This is species counterpoint without the species — the same principles,
absorbed through the ear rather than the textbook.

The bebop revolution of the 1940s moved jazz away from collective improvisation
toward a soloist-plus-rhythm-section model, and much of the polyphonic richness was
temporarily lost. But counterpoint kept surfacing: in Lennie Tristano’s experiments with
simultaneous improvisation, in Charles Mingus’s ensemble writing (where multiple
horns improvised together with awareness of each other), in the tightly woven two-horn
arrangements of Horace Silver’s and Art Blakey’s groups. The thread never broke. It
merely went underground for a while.

EXERCISE: FIRST-SPECIES IMPROVISATION

This exercise requires a partner, though you can also do it alone with a recording.

Step one: Choose a standard you both know well. “All the Things You Are,”
“Body and Soul,” “Stella by Starlight” — any tune with a strong, singable melody.

Step two: One player performs the melody at a very slow tempo — half the
usual speed, at minimum. Play it straight, without embellishment. This is the
cantus firmus.

Step three: The second player improvises a counterline against the melody,
following first-species principles: one note for every note of the melody, consonant
intervals (thirds, sixths, fifths, octaves), mostly stepwise motion in the counterline,
contrary motion whenever possible, no parallel fifths or octaves.

Do not worry about the chord changes for now. Concentrate entirely on the
intervallic relationship between your line and the melody. You will find that if you
follow these principles faithfully, your counterline will imply reasonable harmony
on its own — because good voice-leading produces good harmony.

Step four: Switch roles. The player who was improvising the counterline now
plays the melody. The original melody player now improvises the counterline.

Step five: Try it with just voices — sing the melody and the counterline. Singing
strips away instrumental habits and forces you to hear the intervals purely.
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After you have done this with first-species rules (note against note), try second
species: two notes in the counterline for every one note of the melody. Now you can
use passing tones. Feel how the added rhythmic motion gives your line more
fluidity and personality.

Step six (advanced): Try fourth species — syncopated counterpoint against the
melody. Hold your notes across the beat, letting them become dissonant
suspensions against the changing melody, then resolve down by step. This is where
the exercise starts to sound genuinely musical, because suspensions are among the
most expressive devices in any harmonic language. A suspended ninth resolving to
an octave, a suspended fourth resolving to a third — these are sounds you use in
jazz every day. Fourth species simply isolates the principle and makes you
conscious of the voice-leading mechanics that produce them.

A note for drummers: You might think counterpoint does not apply to your
instrument. It does. When you maintain a ride cymbal pattern with your right
hand, a hi-hat pattern with your left foot, a snare pattern with your left hand, and a
bass drum pattern with your right foot, you are performing four-voice rhythmic
counterpoint. Each limb maintains an independent rhythmic line. The principles of
independence apply: rhythmic differentiation between limbs (no two limbs playing
exactly the same pattern), contrary motion (when one limb increases density,
another simplifies), and structural awareness (each pattern relates to the beat and to
the other patterns). Species counterpoint for drummers means practicing limb
independence with the same systematic, graduated approach that species exercises

apply to pitched instruments.

This exercise develops two skills simultaneously: the ability to hear intervals
between voices in real time (essential for ensemble playing and arranging) and the
habit of thinking contrapuntally — of hearing your own line not in isolation but in
relation to another voice. These skills will serve you in every musical context, from
duo playing to big band writing.
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Lesson 7: Bach’s Counterpoint | — The Two-
Part Inventions

Johann Sebastian Bach wrote the Two-Part Inventions in 1720 for his eldest son, Wilhelm
Friedemann, who was nine years old. The title page reads: “Honest instruction, whereby
lovers of the keyboard, and especially those desirous of learning, are shown a plain
method not only of learning to play neatly in two voices but also...of getting a strong
foretaste of composition.” Bach, characteristically, means exactly what he says. These
fifteen short pieces — none longer than about two minutes — are both keyboard
exercises and composition lessons. They teach the independence of voices through the
activity of playing, and they teach compositional logic through the experience of hearing
a single idea generate an entire piece.

For jazz musicians, the Inventions are ideal entry points into Bach’s counterpoint for
three reasons. First, they are short — you can learn one in a week, analyze one in a single
sitting. Second, they are genuinely in two voices, which means the contrapuntal texture
is transparent: you can always hear what each voice is doing. Third, they demonstrate,
with extraordinary economy, how a small amount of musical material can produce a
complete and satisfying piece. This is relevant to anyone who has ever tried to compose
or arrange beyond the head-solos-head format.

Invention No. | in C Major (BWYV 772): A Complete Analysis

The first Invention is the most famous and the most instructive. Bach placed it first for a
reason: it demonstrates every important contrapuntal principle in the space of twenty-

two bars.

The subject. The piece begins with a single voice — the right hand, in the soprano
register — playing a compact melodic idea: C-D-E-F-D-E-C, ornamented with a turn
figure on the last note. This takes about one and a half bars. It is astonishingly simple: an
ascending C major scale fragment (C-D-E-F) followed by a descending arpeggiated
figure that turns back on itself. The entire subject spans barely an octave. And yet from
these seven or eight notes, Bach will generate every event in the piece.

Examine the subject closely. It has two distinct components: the ascending scale
fragment (four notes, stepwise, upward) and the turning figure (a quick ornamental
pattern that reverses direction). These two components — the scale fragment and the
turn — will be separated, recombined, inverted, sequenced, and fragmented throughout
the piece. The subject is not just a melody; it is a kit of parts.
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Imitation. In bar 2, the left hand enters with the same subject, transposed down an
octave. This is imitation — the most fundamental contrapuntal device, in which one
voice states an idea and another voice repeats it, usually at a different pitch. Meanwhile,
the right hand does not stop. It continues with a countermelody — a companion line that
fits against the subject in the left hand, producing consonant intervals on strong beats
and moving with a different rhythmic profile. This countermelody is the countersubject,
and it is just as carefully designed as the subject itself. It moves predominantly in
contrary motion to the subject: where the subject ascends, the countersubject descends.
This contrary motion is what allows the ear to track both voices simultaneously without
confusion.

Inversion. By bar 3, something remarkable happens. The ascending scale fragment
that opened the subject appears in inversion — turned upside down, so that it descends
instead of ascending. Bach uses this inverted fragment as building material for the
episodes (the passages between subject entries). Inversion doubles the usefulness of a
musical idea: every ascending gesture automatically generates a descending one. For a
composer-improviser, this is a lesson in material economy. You do not need many ideas.

You need one good idea and the techniques to transform it.

Sequence. Throughout the piece, fragments of the subject are repeated at
successively higher or lower pitch levels. This is sequence, and Bach uses it to move
through keys. A fragment appears in C major, then the same fragment a step lower in a
new key, then a step lower again. Sequence is the engine of modulation in Baroque
music. It is also, not coincidentally, a fundamental device in jazz improvisation — when
a bebop player runs a pattern through the cycle of fifths, that is sequence. The principle
is identical: repetition at different pitch levels creates directional harmonic motion.

Fragmentation. In the episodes, Bach does not always use the full subject. He takes
just the first four notes — the ascending scale fragment — and builds passages from that
alone. Or he takes just the turn figure and sequences it. This is fragmentation: breaking a
subject into its components and using the components independently. The effect is one
of organic growth. The listener recognizes the fragments — they sound familiar, they
clearly derive from the opening — but they are being deployed in new contexts. The
piece feels unified but never static.

The tonal journey. The Invention begins in C major, modulates to G major (the
dominant) around bar 7, moves through A minor (the relative minor) around bar 11, and
returns to C major for the final cadence. This tonal arc — tonic to dominant to relative
minor to tonic — is the same basic structure that governs sonata form, which would not
be codified for another fifty years. The drama of departure and return, tension and
resolution, is already fully present in these twenty-two bars. When the subject returns in
C major at the end, it sounds like a homecoming, because the ear has been taken on a
journey through other keys and is grateful to be back.
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Invertible Counterpoint

One of the most sophisticated features of the C Major Invention — and of Bach’s
counterpoint generally — is invertible counterpoint. This means that the two voices can
swap positions: the upper voice moves to the lower register and the lower voice moves
to the upper register, and the music still works. The intervals between the voices change
when you swap them (a third becomes a sixth, a fifth becomes a fourth, etc.), so not
every combination of two melodies will work in both positions. Bach designs his
subjects and countersubjects specifically so that they will.

In the C Major Invention, the subject and countersubject appear with the subject on
top and the countersubject on the bottom, and then later with their positions reversed.
Both arrangements sound good — the harmonies work, the voice-leading is smooth, the
sense of two independent lines is maintained. This is not accident; it is the result of
careful planning. When Bach wrote the subject, he was already thinking about what
countersubject it would need, and he was designing both melodies so that the intervals

between them would produce good harmony in either configuration.

For jazz arrangers, this principle has immediate practical application. If you write a
melody and a countermelody that work in invertible counterpoint, you can assign them
to any combination of instruments. The trumpet can take the melody and the trombone
the countermelody, or vice versa — and neither arrangement will produce voice-leading
problems. This flexibility is enormously useful in ensemble writing, and it comes from

the same planning that Bach employed.

How to Listen to the Inventions

Listening to counterpoint is a skill that must be developed. Most of us, most of the time,
listen to music by tracking the most prominent voice — the melody, the soloist, the
loudest thing. Counterpoint demands that we listen horizontally — following individual
lines through time — rather than vertically — hearing chords as blocks.

Try this with the C Major Invention. On first listening, follow only the right hand.
Hum it. Learn it. On second listening, follow only the left hand. This is harder — the left
hand is the lower voice, and our ears tend to privilege higher sounds. But force yourself
to track it. You will discover that the left hand has just as much melodic interest as the
right. It sings. It has shape and direction. It is not accompaniment — it is a second
melody.

On third listening, try to hear both voices simultaneously. This is the goal and the
challenge. When you can hear the lower voice continuing its melodic life independently
of the upper voice — when you can perceive two streams of melody occupying the same
span of time without either one swallowing the other — you are hearing counterpoint.
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Beyond C Major: Inventions No. 4 and No. 8

Invention No. 4 in D Minor (BWYV 775) offers a different character entirely. The subject
is a descending scale in even eighth notes — darker, more driven, more rhythmically
insistent than the C major subject. Where the C Major Invention demonstrates the
principle of growth from a small idea in a mostly sunny, pedagogical manner, the D
Minor Invention shows how the same techniques can produce urgency and drama. The
subject descends through nearly an octave in steady, even motion — there is no
ornamental turn figure, no change of direction. It just falls. This gives the entire piece a

quality of forward propulsion that never relents.

The episodes build sequences from the subject’s descending scale fragments, driving
through keys with relentless forward motion. Listen to what happens in the middle of
the piece: the descending scale fragment appears in one voice, then immediately in the
other voice a beat later, slightly offset — a kind of compressed stretto that creates an
almost canonic effect. The two voices chase each other downward, and the accumulating

momentum is physical. You feel it in your body.

The countersubject provides rhythmic contrast — longer note values against the
subject’s steady eighth notes — and this rhythmic differentiation is what keeps the two
voices audibly distinct. This is a crucial lesson for anyone writing for two melodic
instruments: when two voices have the same rhythmic density (both playing eighth
notes, both playing quarter notes), they tend to fuse into a single texture. When their
rhythmic densities differ — one moving in eighths while the other moves in quarters or
half notes — each maintains its own temporal identity. Rhythm, as much as pitch,
creates contrapuntal independence.

For horn players, the D Minor Invention is particularly instructive because the
subject is essentially a long bebop line. Transpose it to your instrument’s key and play it.
It sits naturally under the fingers; it breathes the way a jazz line breathes. The
descending scale with occasional chromatic inflections, the rhythmic evenness, the
propulsive forward motion — this is the vocabulary of Charlie Parker and Sonny Stitt,
transferred to a contrapuntal context. The difference is that in a Bach Invention, this line
must coexist with another line of equal importance, rather than floating over a rhythm

section.

Invention No. 8 in F Major (BWYV 779) is perhaps the most immediately appealing
of the set. The subject is a cheerful, bouncing figure built from broken triads and scale
passages. It has a clearly articulated two-bar structure: the first bar leaps upward
through an arpeggio, the second bar cascades down through a scale. This two-part
design — leap up, then flow down — gives the subject an internal contrast that Bach
exploits throughout the piece.
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The arpeggio fragments appear in sequence, building energy; the scale fragments
provide release. The dialogue between the two voices is particularly vivid here: one
voice bounces while the other flows, and they trade these roles constantly. There is a
passage in the middle where the upper voice plays the bouncing arpeggio figure while
the lower voice plays the flowing scale, and then they swap — the lower voice takes the
bouncing figure while the upper voice takes the flowing scale. This exchange is invertible
counterpoint in action: the same two melodic ideas, but with their registral positions
reversed, and the music works equally well in both configurations.

What makes the F Major Invention especially valuable for jazz musicians is its
demonstration of how contrasting gestural types create independence. The bouncing
arpeggio and the flowing scale are so different in character that the ear never confuses
them, even when they overlap. This is the same principle that makes a good horn
arrangement work: if the trumpet plays a sustained lyrical line while the alto saxophone
plays rhythmic punctuations, the two are automatically independent because their
gestural types are different. If both play sustained lyrical lines, independence becomes
much harder to achieve. Character differentiation is one of your most powerful tools for
creating audible counterpoint.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION: BILL EVANS, BRAD MEHLDAU, AND
INDEPENDENCE OF HANDS

Bill Evans, who transformed jazz piano in the late 1950s and 1960s, studied Bach’s
counterpoint intensively and spoke about it throughout his career. “You can never
play enough Bach,” he said in a 1966 interview, and his playing demonstrates why.

Before Evans, the dominant model for jazz piano was the Bud Powell approach:
a strong, horn-like melody in the right hand accompanied by sparse chord
punctuations in the left. The left hand was essentially rhythmic and harmonic
support — it did not have an independent melodic life. Evans changed this. His left
hand moves: it walks, it weaves, it maintains a melodic contour that complements
but does not duplicate the right hand’s melody. On recordings like “Sunday at the
Village Vanguard” and “Explorations,” you can hear the two hands engaging in
genuine counterpoint — the left hand sustaining a melodic line through the chord

voicings while the right hand improvises above.

This independence of hands is directly analogous to the independence of voices
in a Bach Invention. Evans maintained two melodic streams simultaneously, each
with its own logic, each contributing to the harmonic whole but neither
subordinate to the other. And the techniques are the same: contrary motion,
rhythmic differentiation, voice-leading by step, occasional crossing of voices (where
the left hand briefly moves above the right or vice versa).

57



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

Brad Mehldau carries this tradition further. His solo piano recordings make
explicit what Evans implied: jazz piano is, at its best, a contrapuntal instrument.
Mehldau has recorded Bach directly — his After Bach project interleaves original
compositions with Bach preludes and fugues — and his improvisations reveal a
mind trained in contrapuntal thinking. When Mehldau plays solo piano, you can
often hear three distinct layers: a bass line with its own melodic logic, inner voices
that move through chord tones with smooth voice-leading, and an improvised
melody on top. This is not “melody plus accompaniment.” It is three-voice
counterpoint, improvised in real time.

For non-pianists, the lesson is equally important, though it manifests
differently. Every pianist who comps with moving inner voices — who voices a
chord so that an interior note resolves smoothly to the next chord’s interior note,
creating a small melodic motion within the harmonic texture — is using a form of
invertible counterpoint. And every horn player who has listened to a pianist’s
comping and noticed how one note within the voicing seemed to move with its
own purpose has heard counterpoint in action, whether they called it that or not.
As a horn player, your relationship to counterpoint is primarily about awareness:
hearing the other voices in the ensemble, placing your own line in relation to them,
contributing to the contrapuntal texture rather than ignoring it. When you play a
countermelody behind a soloist, you are doing what Bach’s lower voice does in the
Inventions — maintaining an independent melodic life that enriches the whole
without competing with the primary voice.

EXERCISE: INVENTION ANALYSIS
Choose one of the three Inventions discussed above (No. 1 in C Major, No. 4 in D

Minor, or No. 8 in F Major). Obtain a score — these are freely available in the public
domain, and any music library will have them.

Step one: Listen to a recording while following the score. Do not analyze yet.
Just listen and follow.

Step two: With a colored pencil or highlighter, mark every appearance of the
subject. Note which voice it is in (upper or lower), whether it is at the original pitch
or transposed, and whether it is in its original form or inverted.

Step three: Identify the episodes — the passages where the subject is not stated
in full. What material are the episodes built from? Can you trace every fragment
back to the subject?

Step four: Map the key areas. Where does the piece modulate? What is the tonal
arc — the sequence of keys from beginning to end?
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Step five: Play just the lower voice alone on your instrument (transposing to
your range if necessary). Does it make sense as a melody on its own? Does it have
direction and shape?

Step six: If you are working with a partner, assign one voice to each player. Play
the Invention as a duo. This is one of the most effective ways to internalize
contrapuntal thinking — when you are responsible for only one voice, you hear the
other voice as an external entity, and the sense of independence becomes visceral.
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Lesson 8: Bach’s Counterpoint Il —
Introduction to Fugue

A fugue is not a form. This point must be made at the outset because it is almost
universally misunderstood. A fugue is a procedure — a way of working with a musical
subject through systematic imitation across multiple voices. Charles Rosen makes the
analogous point about sonata form: it is “not a form but a way of writing.” The same is
true of fugue. There is no fixed template — no prescribed number of bars, no required
key scheme, no mandatory number of episodes. What makes a fugue a fugue is the
method: a subject is stated, imitated in other voices, developed through various
contrapuntal techniques, and brought to a conclusion. Every fugue realizes this method
differently, which is why Bach’s forty-eight fugues in the Well-Tempered Clavier are
forty-eight distinct compositions, not forty-eight iterations of a pattern.

Understanding fugue is essential for any musician who writes for ensembles,
because fugal technique gives you tools for distributing genuinely independent material
across multiple players. And understanding fugue deepens your listening, because
contrapuntal texture — multiple independent lines combining — is one of the most
sophisticated musical phenomena the human ear can process.

The Components of Fugal Procedure

The Subject. Every fugue begins with a single voice stating a melodic idea
unaccompanied. This subject is the genetic material from which the entire fugue will
grow. A good fugue subject must be two things: compact enough to be immediately
recognizable whenever it appears (even buried in a complex texture, even in a distant
key), and rich enough in its intervallic and rhythmic content to sustain development
over the entire course of the piece. These are competing demands — the more complex a
subject is, the harder it is to recognize; the simpler it is, the less material it provides for
development — and the balance Bach strikes between them is one of the marvels of his
art.

The Answer. After the subject has been stated in one voice, a second voice enters
with the subject transposed, usually to the dominant — a fifth above (or a fourth below).
This transposed restatement is called the answer. The answer comes in two varieties. A
real answer is an exact transposition: every interval in the subject is preserved exactly. A
tonal answer adjusts certain intervals to maintain the sense of the home key —
specifically, where the subject emphasizes the tonic-dominant relationship, the answer

60



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

may modify the dominant-tonic relationship to avoid modulating too far too fast. The
distinction is technical and need not detain us long; what matters is that the answer
places the subject in a new register and often a new tonal context, immediately
demonstrating that this idea has the power to travel.

The Countersubject. While the second voice states the answer, the first voice does
not rest. It continues with a new melodic idea — the countersubject — that is designed to
fit against the subject in invertible counterpoint. The countersubject is the subject’s
permanent companion: wherever the subject goes, the countersubject accompanies it.
Like the subject, it must be distinctive enough to be recognized, and it must contrast
with the subject in rhythm and contour so that the two can be heard simultaneously. A
typical strategy: if the subject moves in longer note values, the countersubject moves in
shorter ones; if the subject leaps, the countersubject steps.

The Exposition. The opening section of a fugue, in which each voice enters in turn
with the subject (or answer), is called the exposition. In a three-voice fugue, the
exposition typically proceeds: first voice states the subject; second voice enters with the
answer while the first voice continues with the countersubject; third voice enters with
the subject (now in yet another register) while the other two voices continue with free
counterpoint or the countersubject. By the end of the exposition, all voices are active,
and the full contrapuntal texture has been established. The exposition is the fugue’s
most systematic section — the entries follow a predictable pattern, and the listener
quickly understands the rules of the game.

The Episode. Between statements of the subject, the fugue moves through episodes —
transitional passages that serve two purposes. First, they provide contrast. After the
intensity of a subject entry, the ear needs a moment of relative relaxation. Second, they
accomplish modulation. Episodes typically take fragments of the subject (or the
countersubject) and develop them through sequence — repeating a pattern at
successively higher or lower pitch levels, moving through keys in the process. Episodes
are where the fugue’s tonal journey happens: the departure from the home key, the
exploration of related keys, the preparation for return.

Stretto. One of the most dramatic techniques in fugal writing is stretto —
overlapping entries of the subject, where a second voice begins the subject before the
first voice has finished it. Stretto compresses time: the subject crowds in on itself, the
texture thickens, the intensity increases. Bach often saves stretto for the later stages of a
fugue, using it to build toward the climax. Not every subject permits stretto (the subject
must be designed so that it harmonizes with itself at the overlap), and the ability to write
stretto passages is one of the hallmarks of contrapuntal mastery.

Pedal Point. Near the end of many fugues, the bass voice sustains or repeats a single
note — usually the tonic or dominant — while the upper voices continue their
contrapuntal activity above it. This is the pedal point (named after the organ pedal, which

61



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

can sustain a note indefinitely). A pedal on the dominant creates enormous tension —
the sustained fifth of the key demands resolution to the tonic — and when the pedal
finally moves to the tonic, the resolution is powerful and conclusive. A tonic pedal at the
very end provides stability and closure, like a landing strip after a long flight. Jazz
musicians will recognize the pedal point immediately: it is the same device as a vamp
over a single bass note, and it produces the same effect of tension held and then released.

The C Minor Fugue, WTC Book | (BWV 847): A Close
Reading

The second fugue in the Well-Tempered Clavier, in C minor, is one of the most frequently
performed and analyzed of all Bach’s fugues. It is a compact three-voice fugue —
soprano, alto, and bass — lasting just under two minutes. Its subject is one of Bach’s
most dramatic: a rapid, descending chromatic line that plunges from the fifth degree of
C minor (G) down through a chain of half steps before turning upward at the end. The
effect is immediate and unmistakable — dark, urgent, restless. This subject is so strongly
characterized that you can recognize it anywhere in the fugue, in any voice, at any pitch
level.

The fugue opens with the alto voice alone, stating the subject. There is something
almost theatrical about this convention — the single voice emerging from silence,
announcing the idea that will govern everything that follows. The subject occupies about
two bars. Then the soprano enters with the answer (the subject transposed to the
dominant, G minor) while the alto continues with a countersubject that moves in
predominantly contrary motion to the answer — where the answer descends
chromatically, the countersubject tends to ascend, and where the answer turns upward
at the end, the countersubject relaxes downward. This contrary motion is what allows
the ear to separate the two voices: they are traveling in opposite directions, and the ear
tracks them as distinct entities.

The bass enters in bar 3 with the subject at the lowest register. Now all three voices
are active, and the exposition is complete. The texture is rich but transparent — each
voice occupies its own registral space (high, middle, low), and the rhythmic profiles

differ enough that you can follow any one voice through the weave if you concentrate.

What follows the exposition is a series of episodes and subject entries that trace a
characteristic tonal arc. The episodes take the descending chromatic fragment from the
subject — just the first few notes, the plunging half-step motion — and run it through
sequence, moving through E-flat major (the relative major), G minor, and F minor before
beginning the return to C minor. Each episode builds from subject fragments, so the
material always sounds organic rather than arbitrary. You never hear anything in this
fugue that is not traceable to the opening subject. Everything grows from the same seed.

62



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

In the final bars, Bach deploys a stretto: two voices begin the subject almost
simultaneously, overlapping before the first statement is complete. The compression of
material is almost physical — you can feel the texture tightening, the voices crowding
together. Above a dominant pedal in the bass, the upper voices weave their final
contrapuntal argument, and then the pedal resolves to the tonic, the voices converge on
a C minor chord, and the fugue ends. The whole thing takes less than two minutes, but
the logic is so tight and the expressive intensity so high that it feels complete — a full
dramatic arc in miniature.

EXERCISE: FOLLOWING A FUGUE WITH A SCORE

Obtain a score of the C Minor Fugue (BWV 847). You can find it freely online as part
of the Well-Tempered Clavier.

Step one: Listen to a recording without looking at the score. Just absorb the
sound. Try to hear three distinct voices.

Step two: Listen again with the score. This time, follow only the subject. Every
time it appears in any voice, mark it with a colored pencil. You should find entries
in the alto, soprano, and bass (in that order in the exposition) and then additional
entries throughout the piece. Note whether each entry is at the original pitch (tonic)
or transposed (usually to the dominant or relative major).

Step three: Identify the episodes. These are the passages where no voice is
stating the complete subject. What fragments of the subject do you hear in the
episodes? How are those fragments being developed — through sequence,

inversion, or something else?

Step four: Map the modulations. What key areas does the fugue visit? What is
the overall tonal arc?

Step five: Play or sing the subject in your own range. Memorize it. Then listen
to the fugue again and try to sing along with whichever voice has the subject at any
given moment. This forces you to track the subject across voices — to hear it in the
soprano one moment and the bass the next — and this kind of active listening is the
single best way to develop contrapuntal hearing.

Step six: If you can enlist two fellow musicians, assign one voice to each person.
Have each person learn their voice (transposing to their instrument’s range as
needed). Now play the fugue as a trio. This is revelatory. When you are responsible
for only one voice, you experience the other two voices as truly external — you
hear them coming from other people, other instruments, other points in space. The
independence of voices, which can feel abstract when you study it on paper,
becomes physical and spatial. You feel, in your body, the difference between

moments when your voice is primary (stating the subject) and moments when your
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voice is secondary (providing the countersubject or free counterpoint). And you
discover, in real time, the challenge of maintaining your own melodic line while
listening to what the other voices are doing. This is the essence of ensemble
playing, and it is the essence of counterpoint.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION: FUGUE ON THE BANDSTAND

The Modern Jazz Quartet — pianist John Lewis, vibraphonist Milt Jackson, bassist
Percy Heath, and drummer Connie Kay — made fugue a central part of their
repertoire. Lewis, who studied at the Manhattan School of Music, composed pieces
that directly applied fugal procedure to jazz: “Vendome” (1952) and “Versailles”
(1956) are perhaps the best known. In “Vendome,” Lewis writes a compact,
rhythmically driving subject and puts it through a formal fugal exposition: vibes
state the subject, piano enters with the answer, bass enters with the subject in the
lowest register. The episodes feature improvisation, but the improvisation is
constrained by the contrapuntal texture — Jackson does not simply solo over chord
changes but improvises lines that maintain a contrapuntal relationship to what
Lewis is playing. The result is jazz that has the formal rigor of Baroque
counterpoint without sacrificing swing or spontaneity.

Dave Brubeck’s contrapuntal textures offer another model. Brubeck studied
with Darius Milhaud at Mills College, and Milhaud’s teaching — rooted in the
French tradition of counterpoint study — influenced Brubeck’s compositional
approach. Pieces like “The Duke” and the more experimental “Points on Jazz” use
imitation, inversion, and stretto in ways that directly parallel Bach’s techniques,
applied to jazz harmony and rhythm.

Understanding fugue gives you specific tools for ensemble writing in which
each player has genuinely independent material. Instead of everyone playing the
same rhythm (homophonic texture) or one person soloing while the others
accompany, a fugal approach assigns each instrument a real melodic role. The
subject passes from instrument to instrument, the countersubject provides a
contrasting companion, and the episodes allow for improvisation within a
structured contrapuntal framework. This is more challenging to execute than head-

solos-head, but it produces textures that are incomparably richer.
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Lesson 9: The Triple Fugue — BWYV 883 in F-
sharp Minor

The Well-Tempered Clavier is a monument, and within that monument, certain fugues
stand apart as extraordinary achievements even by Bach’s standards. The fugue in F-
sharp minor from Book II (BWV 883) is one of these. It is the only triple fugue in Book II
— a fugue built on three separate subjects, each introduced independently, all three
eventually combined in a climactic passage of triple counterpoint. To write a triple fugue
is to solve a compositional problem of staggering complexity: three melodic lines, each
individually memorable, each rhythmically distinct from the others, each harmonically
viable in any registral position relative to the others. That Bach accomplishes this with
apparent ease — that the result sounds not labored but inevitable — is what earns this
fugue its reputation.

But first, the prelude.

The Prelude: An Instrumental Arioso

The key of F-sharp minor carries, in the Baroque tradition, associations of nostalgic
melancholy — an inward, somewhat shadowed expressiveness. Bach’s prelude inhabits
this character fully. It functions as an arioso — a hybrid form that occupies the space
between recitative (speechlike, rhythmically free, harmonically mobile) and aria
(songlike, metrically regular, melodically shaped). The right-hand melody operates
almost as if played on a separate instrument — a violin or oboe — engaging in dialogue
with the left-hand accompaniment. This is not keyboard writing that exploits the
keyboard’s particular strengths (rapid arpeggiation, wide-spread chords). It is wvocal
writing, transferred to the keyboard, and it demands a singing tone and a clear sense of
the melody as a continuous, breathing line.

The prelude falls into three periods — a ternary form (ABA’) that provides the
satisfying architecture of departure and return.

Period I (bars 1-12): The melody unfolds in F-sharp minor over a gently moving
accompaniment. The texture mixes straight sixteenth notes with triplet figures, creating a
rhythmic ambiguity that contributes to the music’s expressive fluidity — the beat is
present but not rigid, felt rather than counted. The melody spins out in long,

continuously unspooling lines, one phrase flowing into the next without clear cadential
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breaks. This sense of uninterrupted lyrical flow is one of the most distinctive features of
the prelude. The period cadences in C-sharp minor — the dominant — establishing the
first structural pillar.

Period II (bars 12-29): The music moves through C-sharp minor to B minor and then
to A major, the relative major. This is the journey outward — away from the home key’s
melancholy toward the relative brightness of the major mode. The melodic writing
becomes slightly more animated, the dialogue between melody and accompaniment
more active. About two-thirds of the way through the prelude, a dramatic pause occurs
— a fermata or an extended rest that interrupts the flow. This silence is enormously
powerful. After the continuous motion of the opening, the sudden stillness creates a
moment of suspension, of held breath. When the music resumes, it carries the weight of
that silence.

Period III (bars 30-43): The return to F-sharp minor. The opening material recurs, but
subtly transformed by the journey — inflected differently, cadencing more decisively,
arriving at the tonic with a sense of earned resolution. The prelude closes quietly,
preparing the ear for the fugue that follows.

The Fugue: Three Subjects, Three Personalities

The fugue is in three voices, and it unfolds in three large sections, each defined by the
introduction of a new subject. This is the architecture of a triple fugue: rather than
presenting all its material at the outset, it introduces its subjects one at a time, building
complexity gradually. The listener experiences the fugue as a process of accumulation —
each new subject enriches the texture, and the climax, when all three subjects combine,
arrives with the force of something long prepared and finally achieved.

Subject 1: The Mysterious Ground

The first subject is built from jumping rhythms and wide leaps — intervals of a fifth,
a sixth, even a seventh, darting unpredictably between registers. These leaps create
interesting dissonances against any sustained harmony, giving the subject a restless,
“rather mysterious” quality. It does not sing the way a lyrical melody sings. It probes, it
questions, it unsettles. This first subject serves as a kind of undertone for the entire fugue

— the harmonic and expressive ground from which everything else grows.

The first exposition occupies bars 1 through 11. The subject enters in one voice, is
answered in the second, and then stated again in the third. A counter-exposition (a
second round of entries reinforcing the subject in the listener’s memory) follows in bars
14 through 19. By this point, the first subject is thoroughly established — its angular
leaps, its rhythmic unpredictability, its slightly unsettling character are lodged in the ear.
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What makes this subject effective for its purpose in the triple fugue is precisely its
angularity. Because it moves by leap and has a distinctive rhythmic profile (short-long,
with sudden changes of direction), it will remain audible even when buried beneath or
above the other two subjects. Smoothly flowing melodies can disappear into a complex
texture; this subject’s jagged profile ensures it always stands out.

Subject 2: The Flowing Dialogue

The second subject enters with its own separate exposition — a section in which it is
treated as if it were the subject of its own fugue. This is typical of triple fugue procedure:
each subject gets its own exposition, establishing its identity before it must share the
stage.

This second subject contrasts sharply with the first. Where the first subject leaps, the
second moves in “separate little movements” — shorter, more contained gestures that
flow smoothly from one to the next. It is more regular in rhythm, more songlike in
contour. Bach reinforces this subject through overlapping stretto entries — the subject in
one voice begins before the previous statement in another voice has finished, creating a
texture of continuous, overlapping motion. These stretto entries are not merely
decorative. They demonstrate, through practical example, that this subject can combine
with itself — that it is harmonically viable in overlapping imitation. This is a necessary
precondition for the climactic combination to come, because a subject that can combine
with itself can likely combine with other subjects too.

The flowing quality of the second subject provides a crucial contrast to the first
subject’s angularity. When the two eventually sound together, the ear will be able to
distinguish them primarily through this rhythmic and gestural difference: one leaps and
darts, the other flows and sings.

Subject 3: The Cascade

The third subject is the most immediately striking of the three. It “cascades like a
waterfall” — a continuous stream of running notes (sixteenth notes, in the notation) that
pour downward and then sweep back upward in long arcs. Where the first subject is
angular and the second subject is measured, the third subject is exuberant, almost
reckless in its kinetic energy. Bach describes it as something that “can be drawn out
endlessly,” and indeed, when this subject enters, it seems to generate momentum that
could sustain itself indefinitely. Each statement spins out at length, the running
figuration building and building.

This cascading quality serves a double purpose. Expressively, it brings energy and
momentum to the fugue’s later stages, just when the accumulation of contrapuntal
complexity might otherwise become dense and heavy. Structurally, its continuous
motion fills the registral space between the other two subjects, acting as connective
tissue that binds the angular first subject and the flowing second subject into a single
texture.
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The third subject, like the other two, receives its own exposition. By this point in the
fugue, the listener has heard three distinct musical personalities — the mysterious,
leaping first subject; the gently flowing second subject; the cascading, perpetually
moving third subject — and has begun to anticipate what Bach has been building
toward.

The Architecture of Accumulation

Before examining the climactic combination, it is worth pausing to appreciate the large-
scale structure of this fugue, because its architecture is a model of how to build

complexity gradually without overwhelming the listener.

The fugue unfolds in what we might call a layered exposition structure. The first large
section (bars 1-19, approximately) establishes Subject 1 thoroughly — the listener hears it
multiple times, in multiple voices, and internalizes its character. The second large section
introduces Subject 2 with its own exposition, and at certain points, Subjects 1 and 2
appear together, so the listener begins to hear them in combination — but only two at a
time, never all three. The third large section introduces Subject 3, again with its own
exposition, and again the listener hears it combined with one of the earlier subjects but
not both.

This layered introduction is essential to the listener’s ability to follow the climax. If
Bach had introduced all three subjects simultaneously from the start, the ear would have
no way to parse them — three unfamiliar melodies sounding at once is a blur. By
introducing them one at a time and gradually increasing the combinatorial complexity
(one subject alone, then two together, then finally all three), Bach trains the listener’s ear
to hear independence within density. Each layer of complexity is introduced only after
the previous layer has become familiar.

This is a direct lesson for jazz arrangers. If you write a passage where three horn
players have independent melodic material, do not start all three simultaneously.
Introduce them one at a time. Let the audience (and the players) hear each line
independently before combining them. The climactic combination will be far more
effective if the listener already knows each component.

The Climactic Combination

In the final section of the fugue — beginning around bar 60 and continuing to the end —
Bach brings all three subjects together. The last two major entries (beginning at bars 60-
62 and bar 67 through the final bar) present all three subjects simultaneously in triple
counterpoint. This means that any of the three subjects can appear in any registral
position — top, middle, or bottom — and the harmony will work. The leaping first
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subject might be in the soprano while the cascading third subject runs through the bass
and the flowing second subject occupies the middle, or the arrangement might be
entirely different. Bach has designed all three subjects so that they are compatible in any
vertical configuration.

This is the moment toward which the entire fugue has been building. And the effect
is extraordinary, because the three subjects are so different from each other that even in
this dense, three-layer texture, each remains audible. The contrast between “the jerky
movements of the first theme and the long festoons of the third one” — between angular
leaps and cascading runs — makes the combination not merely an intellectual
achievement but a vivid sonic experience. You do not need to follow a score to hear three
distinct things happening at once. The subjects’ contrasting characters do the work of
differentiation.

Pay particular attention to the rhythmic separation of the three subjects in this
climactic passage. Subject 1 moves in dotted, irregular rhythms with rests — short-long,
pause, short-long. Subject 2 moves in more even, flowing rhythms without significant
pauses. Subject 3 moves in continuous, unbroken sixteenth notes. Three different
rhythmic densities, three different relationships to the beat, three voices that the ear can
track independently even when they occupy overlapping pitch space. This is how
counterpoint works at its most sophisticated: not through registral separation alone
(though that helps) but through the simultaneous differentiation of pitch contour,
rhythmic density, and gestural character.

Why This Matters: Compositional Planning

The triple fugue reveals something profound about Bach’s compositional process. He
did not write these three subjects independently and then discover, by happy accident,
that they could be combined. He planned the combination from the beginning. The three
subjects are designed — in their interval content, their rhythmic profiles, their registral
ranges, and their melodic contours — so that they will combine. When Bach wrote the
mysterious, leaping first subject in bar 1, he already knew that a cascading, running
third subject would eventually need to fit against it. He designed the first subject with
the third subject’s requirements in mind, even though the listener would not hear the
third subject for many bars to come.

This is compositional thinking at its most ambitious: imagining the climax before
writing the first note, and designing every element to serve the whole. It is the opposite
of the purely linear compositional process in which you start at the beginning and see
where the music takes you. Bach knew where the music was going — to that climactic
combination — and he engineered every preceding event to make the climax possible
and powerful.
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For jazz composers and arrangers, this is a lesson of the first importance. The most
effective arrangements are not assembled sequentially — intro, then head, then solo
section, then shout chorus — but conceived as wholes, with the climax in mind from the
start. If you know that your arrangement will climax with a passage in which the
trumpet, alto saxophone, and trombone play three independent contrapuntal lines
simultaneously, then you can design those three lines at the outset and introduce them
one at a time throughout the arrangement, just as Bach introduces his three fugue
subjects. By the time the climax arrives, the listener has heard each line independently
and can follow all three at once. The principle is identical.

EXERCISE: FIVE LISTENINGS

This exercise requires patience, but its rewards are substantial.

Obtain a recording of the F-sharp minor Prelude and Fugue from Book II of the
Well-Tempered Clavier (BWV 883). The fugue alone is what we are concentrating
on, but listen to the prelude first — its mood and character prepare the ear for the
fugue.

First listening: Just listen. Do not analyze. Let the fugue wash over you. Try to
hear the moments where the texture changes — where something new enters,
where the density increases. Note any moments that strike you as particularly
intense or beautiful.

Second listening: Follow Subject 1 — the angular, leaping figure. It is the first
thing you hear. Track it throughout the entire fugue. When does it appear? In which
voice? Does it sound the same each time, or does it change?

Third listening: Follow Subject 2 — the flowing, measured figure. It enters later,
with its own exposition. Track it through its appearances. How does it interact with
Subject 1 when both are present?

Fourth listening: Follow Subject 3 — the cascading runs. It enters last. Track it
through its appearances. This subject is often the easiest to follow because its
continuous running motion is so distinctive.

Fifth listening: Try to hear all three subjects together in the climactic
combination at the end. What do you notice about how Bach differentiates them?
Which subject dominates your attention, and why? Can you shift your focus from
one to another? This is the ultimate test of contrapuntal listening, and if you can do
it even partially, you have developed an ear that will serve you in every musical
situation.

I THE JAZZ CONNECTION: GIL EVANS AND MULTI-VOICE INDEPENDENCE
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A great jazz arrangement does what this triple fugue does: it gives each instrument
a distinct melodic identity and combines those identities into a coherent whole. The

arranging career of Gil Evans provides the most illuminating parallel.

In Evans’s arrangements for Miles Davis — particularly on “Miles Ahead”
(1957), “Porgy and Bess” (1958), and “Sketches of Spain” (1960) — the ensemble is
not a monolithic block. Each instrument or section has its own melodic line: the
trumpet carries one melody, the trombones another, the French horns a third, the
tuba provides a bass countermelody, and the woodwinds weave independent
figuration above or between. The result is a texture of extraordinary richness — you
can listen to these records dozens of times and continue to hear new lines, new
relationships between parts.

Evans studied composition with Stefan Wolpe (whom we will encounter in the
next lesson), and Wolpe’s teaching was deeply rooted in Bach’s counterpoint. The
connection is direct: Wolpe studied Bach, Evans studied Wolpe, and the
contrapuntal principles that govern Bach’s triple fugue — independent voices,
contrasting characters, planned combination — govern Evans’s orchestral jazz with
equal rigor.

Maria Schneider, who worked as Evans’s assistant and later became one of the
most celebrated composer-arrangers in jazz, carries this tradition forward. In her
large ensemble scores, each section has genuinely independent material. The
saxophones do not merely double the brass in a different octave; they have their
own melodic lives. And Schneider’s teacher, Bob Brookmeyer, taught counterpoint
at the New England Conservatory for jazz composers. The pedagogical lineage is
unbroken: Bach to Wolpe to Evans to Brookmeyer to Schneider. The principles
travel.
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Lesson 10: Counterpoint Beyond Bach

It would be natural, after four lessons immersed in Bach’s counterpoint, to conclude that
counterpoint is a Baroque art — that it peaked in the eighteenth century and was
thereafter superseded by the homophonic textures of Classical and Romantic music. This
is wrong. Counterpoint did not stop with Bach. It evolved — absorbed into new styles,
applied to new harmonic languages, extended into new dimensions. The principle of
independent simultaneous voices is so fundamental to musical thought that every
subsequent generation of composers has found ways to reinvent it.

Indeed, one could argue that the history of Western music since Bach is, in large part,
the history of composers discovering new ways to make counterpoint work within their
own musical languages. The challenge changes with each era. In the Classical period, the
challenge was integrating counterpoint with the new dramatic principles of sonata form.
In the Romantic period, it was making counterpoint compatible with chromatic
harmony and large orchestral textures. In the twentieth century, it was extending
counterpoint beyond pitch — into the domains of rhythm, timbre, gesture, and spatial
relationship.

What changes from era to era is not the principle but the material. Bach’s
counterpoint operates with diatonic and chromatic melodies, governed by tonal
harmony. Mozart’s counterpoint integrates fugal technique into sonata form. Beethoven
pushes fugue toward Romantic extremity. Wolpe extends counterpoint from pitch
relationships to relationships between sonic masses. Stravinsky applies contrapuntal
procedure to twelve-tone materials. In each case, the core idea remains the same:
multiple independent musical events, coexisting in time, combining into a coherent

whole.

Classical Counterpoint: Mozart and Beethoven

The Classical period (roughly 1750-1820) is often described as an era of homophonic
texture — melody-plus-accompaniment, with counterpoint reserved for learned
passages and church music. This description, while not entirely false, misses the extent
to which the greatest Classical composers absorbed counterpoint into their
compositional thinking.

Mozart’s “Jupiter” Symphony. The finale of Mozart’s Symphony No. 41 in C Major,
K. 551, known as the “Jupiter,” is one of the most extraordinary movements in the

symphonic repertoire. It is a sonata-form movement that incorporates a five-voice fugato
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— a fugal passage within a larger form. Mozart does not write a self-contained fugue; he
weaves fugal technique into the fabric of a symphonic movement, using it as a tool for

development.

The movement is built from four distinct themes, all introduced in the exposition.
Individually, they are simple — almost naively so. One is a rising four-note scale (C-D-E-
F). Another is a longer, more lyrical phrase. A third provides rhythmic energy. A fourth
adds harmonic richness. Each theme has its own character, its own rhythmic profile, its
own melodic shape.

In the coda, Mozart combines all four themes simultaneously in invertible
counterpoint. Five voices — the full complement of a string orchestra plus winds —
weave these four themes together in every possible permutation. The first violins take
one theme, the second violins take another, the violas a third, the cellos and basses a
fourth, with winds reinforcing and enriching the texture. The themes swap positions:
what was on top moves to the bottom, what was in the middle moves to the top. And it
all works — harmonically, melodically, contrapuntally. The effect is one of almost
superhuman abundance: how can so many independent lines coexist without collision?

The answer, as with Bach’s triple fugue, is planning. Mozart designed these four
themes from the start so that they would combine. The rising four-note scale (C-D-E-F)
— the simplest possible melodic idea — is also the most combinable, because its
stepwise motion fits against virtually any other line without producing forbidden
parallels. The other themes are crafted with similar care, their intervals and rhythms
calculated to interlock. Mozart’s counterpoint is not an academic exercise bolted onto a
symphonic movement; it is the movement’s ultimate goal, the destination toward which
everything has been traveling.

Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge. If Mozart represents counterpoint at its most elegant —
balanced, luminous, apparently effortless — Beethoven represents counterpoint at its
most extreme. The Grosse Fuge (Great Fugue), Op. 133, originally the finale of the String
Quartet in B-flat Major, Op. 130, is fugue pushed to the breaking point of the Classical
style.

The work is enormous — nearly a quarter of an hour — and ferociously difficult. The
fugue subject is an angular, dissonant leap of a diminished seventh, followed by a
pounding rhythmic figure. Beethoven subjects this material to relentless contrapuntal
development: stretto, augmentation (slowing the subject to longer note values),
diminution (speeding it up), inversion, fragmentation. The texture is often violent —
four string instruments hammering out dense, dissonant counterpoint at fortissimo
dynamics. There is nothing serene about this music. It is counterpoint as struggle, as

argument, as raw expressive force.
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What makes the Grosse Fuge relevant to jazz musicians is its emotional directness.
Bach’s counterpoint, for all its expressiveness, maintains a certain detachment — a
formal poise that keeps the listener at a respectful distance. Beethoven demolishes that
distance. His fugue grabs you by the collar. The dissonances are not carefully prepared
and resolved in the species-counterpoint manner; they slam together and hold, grinding
against each other until the tension is almost unbearable, and then they resolve — or
they do not resolve but instead leap into a new dissonance. This is the kind of
contrapuntal intensity that John Coltrane achieved in his later work, when multiple
voices in the ensemble created sheets of dissonant counterpoint that were less about
individual melodic lines and more about raw sonic force. The Grosse Fuge demonstrates
that the rules of counterpoint, once mastered, can be bent and broken to produce effects
of extraordinary power.

The Grosse Fuge baffled Beethoven’s contemporaries, and his publisher persuaded
him to substitute a lighter finale for the quartet. But posterity has vindicated the original
conception. Stravinsky called the Grosse Fuge “an absolutely contemporary piece of
music that will be contemporary forever,” and he was right. It demonstrates that fugue
is not inherently academic or backward-looking — that contrapuntal technique, in the
hands of a sufficiently powerful imagination, can produce music of shattering intensity.

The principle that emerges from both Mozart and Beethoven is this: counterpoint, in
the Classical period and beyond, becomes a tool for development within larger forms. It is
no longer a self-contained texture (as in a Bach fugue) but a resource that can be
deployed at will — in a coda, in a development section, in a passage of heightened
intensity. The contrapuntal skills you are developing are not limited to writing fugues.
They are applicable whenever you want to increase the density and complexity of your
musical texture.

Wolpe’s Spatial Counterpoint

Stefan Wolpe (1902-1972) is a figure whose importance to both concert music and jazz
composition cannot be overstated, though he remains less well known than he deserves.
Born in Berlin, he studied with Busoni and Webern before fleeing the Nazis, eventually
settling in New York, where he taught at a succession of institutions — Black Mountain
College, the Settlement Music School, and Long Island University. His students included
Morton Feldman, David Tudor, and, crucially for our purposes, Ralph Shapey and the
many jazz musicians who came to him for composition lessons. Gil Evans studied with
Wolpe. So did George Russell. The contrapuntal principles Wolpe taught entered jazz
through these musicians and their students.
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Wolpe extended the concept of counterpoint beyond its traditional domain. In Bach,
counterpoint operates between melodic lines — between pitches arranged in time.
Wolpe generalized this to counterpoint between sonic events of any kind: contrasting
textures, densities, registral spaces, gestural types. He spoke of “organic circulation,” of
sounds moving through sonic space the way fish move through water — each
maintaining its own trajectory, each aware of the others, none colliding. He used
“canonic (or double canonic) foldings to keep the sound as porous as possible” and
deployed “all possible techniques of inversions, retrogrades, like attacking an object
from all sides.”

This is his fish-tank principle applied at a higher level of abstraction. In Bach, the
“fish” are melodies. In Wolpe, the “fish” might be a block of staccato chords, a sustained
melodic line, a burst of rapid figuration, and a held silence — four types of musical
gesture, each with its own character, each maintaining independence while coexisting in
the same temporal space. The counterpoint is not between pitches but between textures.

In Form IV: Broken Sequences (1969), one of Wolpe’s late masterpieces for piano, this
approach is fully realized. The piece juxtaposes sharply contrasting musical gestures —
one angular and percussive, one sustained and lyrical, one rhythmically active and
dense — in rapid succession and sometimes simultaneously. The opening moments give
you the key to the entire piece: a sharp, staccato cluster of notes is followed immediately
by a sustained, singing tone, which is followed by a burst of rapid figuration. Three
types of musical event, three characters, presented in quick succession. As the piece
unfolds, these gestural types return, recombine, and interact — sometimes taking turns,
sometimes overlapping, sometimes one interrupting another. The listener hears these
gestures as distinct entities, each with its own identity, each pursuing its own logic. They
do not blend into a homogeneous texture; they maintain their separateness even when
they overlap. This is counterpoint generalized from melody to gesture, from line to

mass.

Listen for three things in Form IV: the distinctness of the gestural types (can you
identify three or four recurring types of musical material?), the independence of their
behavior (does each type follow its own logic, regardless of what the other types are
doing?), and the moments of combination (when two or more types overlap, can you
hear each one separately?). If you can hear these three things, you are hearing Wolpe's

spatial counterpoint.

The concept has a visual analogy that may help. Imagine a mobile — the kind that
hangs from a ceiling, with different shapes suspended at different heights, each turning
independently in the air currents. The shapes are different from each other (a circle, a
triangle, a square). They move at different speeds and in different directions. They
occupy different levels of space. And yet they are all part of a single structure. Wolpe’s
spatial counterpoint works the same way: different gestural types, moving
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independently, occupying different regions of sonic space, all part of a single
compositional structure. The “voices” are not melodies but behaviors — types of musical

activity that maintain their identities through contrast.

The relevance to jazz arranging is direct and practical. When you write for a large
ensemble, you are not limited to melodic counterpoint — to giving each instrument a
different melody. You can create counterpoint between textures: one section playing
sustained chords, another playing rhythmic punches, a third playing a flowing melodic

1

line, a fourth laying out (silence as a “voice”). These contrasting textures maintain

independence through their differing characters, just as Wolpe’s contrasting gestures do.

Gil Evans understood this deeply. His arranging for Miles Davis does not merely
give each instrument a different melody; it gives each instrument (or section) a different
kind of music — a different texture, a different rhythmic profile, a different way of
occupying sonic space. On “Miles Ahead,” listen to a passage like “The Maids of Cadiz”:
the trumpet sings a long, sustained line; beneath it, the French horns murmur a slow-
moving harmonic cushion; the tuba provides a walking bass that is melodically
independent; the flutes add quick, flickering figuration above everything. These four
layers are not four melodies in the traditional contrapuntal sense. They are four textures
— four ways of existing in sonic space — and their independence comes not from
contrary motion or intervallic relationships but from their fundamentally different
characters. This is Wolpe’s spatial counterpoint, applied to jazz orchestration. The result
is an ensemble sound of unmatched richness, where every listening reveals new details
because every layer has its own life.

Stravinsky’s Serial Counterpoint

Igor Stravinsky, in the last period of his compositional life (roughly 1953-1966), adopted
twelve-tone technique — the method developed by Arnold Schoenberg in which all
twelve notes of the chromatic scale are arranged in a fixed order (the “row”) and the row
serves as the basis for all pitch material in a composition. Stravinsky’s approach to
serialism was characteristically individual: he developed what are called rotational arrays,
a method of generating multiple related rows from a single source by rotating the
intervals of the original row.

The Variations: Aldous Huxley in Memoriam (1964) contains one of the most radical
contrapuntal passages in all of twentieth-century music: a twelve-part invention. Twelve
solo violins, each playing an independent line derived from one of Stravinsky’s
rotational arrays. Then ten violas with two basses, each again playing independently.
Then twelve winds, each independent. The total number of genuinely independent
voices — twelve — exceeds anything in Bach, anything in Mozart, anything in the entire
prior history of counterpoint.
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The texture is extraordinary. It is impossibly dense on paper, but in performance, it
has a strange, shimmering transparency — not unlike the sound of a gamelan orchestra
or the overtone-rich shimmer of a cymbal crash in slow motion. The individual lines are
so different from one another — in rhythm, in register, in dynamic — that they do not
fuse into a mass. They remain distinct, like voices in a crowd where you can pick out
individual conversations if you listen closely. This is the logical endpoint of the
contrapuntal principle: if independence is the goal, then twelve genuinely independent
voices is twelve times as much independence as one voice against a cantus firmus.

There is an important lesson here about the relationship between complexity and
transparency. One might expect that twelve independent voices would produce an
opaque, impenetrable mass of sound — and it would, if the voices were similar to each
other. What keeps Stravinsky’s texture transparent is the same principle we have seen
throughout this unit: differentiation. Each of the twelve violin lines has its own rhythmic
profile, its own dynamic contour, its own registral range. The lines do not move in the
same rhythm at the same dynamic in the same register. They are staggered in time,
varied in intensity, spread across the instrument’s range. And so the ear, though it cannot
track all twelve simultaneously, can perceive that twelve distinct events are happening
rather than one monolithic event. The texture is complex but not confused. It is, in
Wolpe’s term, porous — full of air, full of space between the lines.

For most practical musical purposes, you will not need twelve independent voices.
But the principle is instructive. Stravinsky demonstrates that counterpoint — the
independence of simultaneous musical events — can be scaled up to a degree that
would have been inconceivable to Bach, without losing the fundamental quality of
audible independence. The tools change (serial rows instead of tonal melodies), the scale
changes (twelve voices instead of two or three), but the principle is the same. And the
technique for maintaining independence at any scale is the same too: differentiate the
voices in as many dimensions as possible — rhythm, register, dynamic, timbre,
articulation — so that the ear can parse them as separate entities.

The Thread

From Bach’s fugue subjects to Wolpe’s gestural blocks to Stravinsky’s serial lines, a
single principle persists through three centuries of radically different musical languages:
the independence of simultaneous musical events, combined into a coherent whole.

Bach achieves independence through melodic contrast — subjects and
countersubjects with different rhythmic profiles and melodic contours, moving in
contrary motion. Mozart achieves it through thematic contrast — four distinct themes,
each with its own character, interlocking in invertible counterpoint. Beethoven achieves
it through raw force — driving contrapuntal voices through dissonant collisions that
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somehow cohere. Wolpe achieves it through gestural contrast — blocks of contrasting
musical material maintaining their identities in spatial coexistence. Stravinsky achieves
it through serialization — twelve independent pitch series generating twelve
independent voices.

The method of achieving independence changes. The principle does not. And this
principle — that music becomes richer, more complex, and more engaging when its
simultaneous components maintain their individuality — is as relevant to a jazz quintet
playing a club date as it is to a twelve-violin passage in a Stravinsky orchestral work.

EXERCISE: COMPARATIVE LISTENING

This exercise asks you to listen across three centuries and hear the same principle at
work in radically different musical languages.

Selection 1: Bach. Choose any fugue exposition from the Well-Tempered
Clavier. The C Minor Fugue from Book I (BWV 847) that we studied in Lesson 8
will work, or any other fugue you have come to know. Listen to the exposition —
the section where each voice enters in turn with the subject. Count the voices. How
many independent lines can you hear? How does Bach differentiate them?
(Primarily through register and rhythmic offset — each voice enters at a different
time and in a different octave.)

Selection 2: Wolpe. Listen to a passage from Form IV: Broken Sequences or, if that
recording is not available, Chamber Piece No. 1 (1964). Count not the melodic voices
but the gestural types — the kinds of musical event you hear. How many distinct
types can you identify? An angular, percussive gesture might be one type. A
sustained, singing line might be another. A rapid burst of notes a third. A silence a
fourth. How does Wolpe keep these types distinct from one another? (Primarily
through character — each type sounds fundamentally different from the others, so
even when they overlap, the ear can separate them.)

Selection 3: Stravinsky. Listen to the twelve-violin section of the Variations:
Aldous Huxley in Memoriam. This may require several listenings. On the first
hearing, simply try to perceive that multiple independent events are happening
simultaneously. On subsequent hearings, try to isolate individual lines from the
texture. Can you follow one violin’s line for a few bars before losing it in the
weave? The difficulty of this task is itself informative: twelve independent voices is
near the limit of what the ear can process, and it demonstrates that independence,
taken to its extreme, produces a texture that is qualitatively different from
independence in two or three voices.

After listening to all three, ask yourself: what is the common principle? What
does Bach’s fugue exposition share with Wolpe’s gestural juxtapositions and

Stravinsky’s twelve-part texture? The answer should be clear: in each case, multiple
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musical events occur simultaneously, each maintaining its own identity. The events
do not fuse into a single texture; they coexist as distinct entities. This is
counterpoint, in its broadest and most durable definition.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION: INDEPENDENCE ON THE BANDSTAND

The contrapuntal principle has immediate consequences for your own playing,
regardless of your instrument.

Mingus and Collective Improvisation. Charles Mingus’s ensemble writing
revived the New Orleans tradition of collective improvisation — multiple horns
playing simultaneously with awareness of each other — but applied it to modern
harmony and complex formal structures. On recordings like “Pithecanthropus
Erectus” (1956) and “The Black Saint and the Sinner Lady” (1963), you can hear
multiple horn players improvising simultaneously, each maintaining a distinct
melodic line. This is not chaos. The players listen to each other, they apply the
principles of contrary motion and rhythmic differentiation intuitively, and the
result is a contrapuntal texture as rich as any fugue — more spontaneous than Bach
but governed by the same underlying logic.

Mingus prepared his musicians for this kind of playing by teaching them the
composition rather than merely handing out parts. He wanted each player to
understand the whole — the harmonic structure, the formal architecture, the other
players’ roles — so that their improvised counterpoint would be informed by
structural awareness. On “The Black Saint and the Sinner Lady,” the collective
improvisation sections are not free-for-alls. Each player knows the harmonic
structure, knows the formal plan, and has a sense of what the other players are
likely to do. Within that shared understanding, each player improvises a genuinely
independent line. The result is polyphony that is both spontaneous and structured
— a collective counterpoint that Bach might have recognized in principle, if not in

harmonic vocabulary.

This is exactly what species counterpoint training develops: the ability to hear
your own line in relation to other voices, to make decisions based not only on your
own melodic logic but on the intervallic relationship between your voice and the
others. When you practice first-species counterpoint against a cantus firmus, you
are training yourself to think in two dimensions simultaneously — your own
melodic trajectory and the intervallic relationship with the other voice. This dual
awareness is precisely what Mingus demanded of his musicians.

Maria Schneider and Large Ensemble Independence. Schneider’s orchestral
jazz represents the current state of the art in contrapuntal jazz writing. In pieces like
“Cerulean Skies” and “The Thompson Fields,” each section of the ensemble has
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genuinely independent material. The saxophones are not doubling the brass; the
rhythm section is not merely providing a harmonic foundation. Each player, each
section, has a melodic role that contributes to the whole but is not subordinate to
any other part.

Schneider’s lineage connects directly to the tradition we have been tracing. She
studied with Bob Brookmeyer at the New England Conservatory, where
Brookmeyer taught counterpoint specifically for jazz composers — using Bach’s
principles but applying them to jazz materials, exactly as we have been doing. She
then worked as Gil Evans’s assistant, absorbing his approach to ensemble
independence — an approach that, as we have noted, was rooted in Evans’s study
with Wolpe. The chain is unbroken: Bach to Wolpe to Evans to Brookmeyer to
Schneider. The principles travel across centuries and across the supposed divide
between “classical” and “jazz” music, because they are not the property of any
single tradition. They are descriptions of how the ear processes simultaneous
musical events.

Your Own Ensemble. Consider what happens when the bass, piano, and guitar
all comp simultaneously in a jazz group. In the worst case, they are all playing the
same chord voicing at the same rhythm — three instruments producing one
musical event. In the best case, they are creating three independent voices: the bass
walks a melodic line, the piano provides mid-register voicings with moving inner
parts, and the guitar adds a rhythmically distinct comping pattern in a
complementary register. The difference between these two scenarios is the

difference between homophony and counterpoint.

You can improve the contrapuntal quality of your ensemble playing
immediately by applying three simple principles. First, register separation: if two
instruments occupy the same register, their independence is compromised, no
matter what they play. Spread out. If the pianist is voicing chords in the middle
register, the guitarist should comp higher or lower, not in the same octave. If the
bass is walking a line in its upper register, the pianist’s left hand should stay out of
that range.

Second, rhythmic differentiation: if two instruments play the same rhythm,
they sound like one event, not two. Vary your rhythmic profile so that your
comping pattern does not duplicate your bandmate’s. If the pianist is playing a
syncopated comping rhythm, the guitarist might sustain longer chord tones or play
a different rhythmic pattern entirely. The drummer understands this intuitively —
the ride cymbal, hi-hat, snare, and bass drum each maintain independent rhythmic
patterns that combine into a groove. That groove is, in contrapuntal terms, a four-
voice rhythmic counterpoint.
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Third, contrary motion: when the bass moves up, try moving your voicings
down. When the piano holds, try moving. The more contrary the motion between
parts, the more the ear perceives each part as independent. This is the oldest
contrapuntal principle — it dates back to the earliest species counterpoint exercises
— and it is still the most effective tool for creating the illusion that multiple
independent wills are at work in the music.

These are not esoteric principles derived from abstract theory. They are the
same principles that govern Bach’s two-part inventions, Mozart’s fugatos, Wolpe’s
gestural counterpoint, and Stravinsky’s twelve-part textures. They are the
principles of counterpoint — the independence of voices — and they apply
everywhere music is made. Every time you make a musical decision that increases
the independence of your voice relative to the other voices in the ensemble, you are
practicing counterpoint. Every time you listen to what the other players are doing
and adjust your own playing to complement rather than duplicate their activity,
you are thinking contrapuntally. The formal study of species and fugue gives you
the vocabulary and the conscious control to do what the best ensemble players do
intuitively.

What you have learned in these five lessons is not a set of archaic rules but a
living principle — one that connects a fourteenth-century theorist writing punctus
contra punctum to a jazz bassist deciding how to walk under a piano solo tonight.
The species give you the grammar. The inventions give you the model of two-voice
independence. The fugue gives you the method of systematic imitation and
development. The triple fugue gives you the vision of planned complexity. And the
extensions through Mozart, Beethoven, Wolpe, and Stravinsky give you the
assurance that these principles are inexhaustible — that no matter what harmonic
language you work in, no matter what instruments you write for, no matter what
style you play, the independence of simultaneous voices will make your music
richer.

The study of counterpoint is, in one sense, the study of a single idea: that music
becomes richer when its simultaneous components maintain their independence.
Everything else — the species, the fugal procedures, the invertible counterpoint, the
spatial extensions — is elaboration of this single idea. Master the principle, and the

elaborations follow. # Part III: Tonal Architecture

The first two parts of this course asked you to hear music from the inside — to
follow individual lines, to track motives as they transform, to understand
counterpoint as a conversation among voices. All of that work was preparation for
what comes next. We now turn to the dimension of music that governs the largest
structures: harmony. Not harmony as chord identification — the dreary business of

labeling Roman numerals beneath a staff — but harmony as a system of motion, a
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gravitational field that shapes everything from the direction of a single phrase to
the dramatic arc of a forty-minute symphony. You already understand this system
intuitively; you navigate it every time you play through a set of changes. What the
Classical composers discovered was how to make that harmonic motion operate on
the largest possible scale, how to turn the tension between keys into architectural
drama. That discovery is the subject of the lessons that follow.
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Lesson | I: Harmony as a Living System

The Fundamental Error

Most harmony instruction begins with a chord. Here is a C major triad. Here is a D
minor seventh chord. Identify this chord. Label that one. The student dutifully names
voicings, catalogs extensions, and emerges from the course able to tell you what
something is without the faintest notion of what it does.

This is like studying a language by memorizing nouns. You can point at objects and
name them, but you cannot construct a sentence. You cannot say anything. The
fundamental error of most harmony teaching — in both classical and jazz pedagogy — is
treating chords as static objects to be identified and cataloged rather than as events in a
system of motion. A chord is not a thing. It is a moment in a process. It implies what
came before it and what must come after. Rip it from its context and you have not
simplified it; you have destroyed its meaning entirely.

Consider the chord Dm?. In isolation, it is nothing — a collection of pitches with no
particular urgency. Place it before G7, and it acquires direction: it is moving toward
dominant function, preparing a resolution. Place that G7 before Cmaj7, and the entire
three-chord sequence becomes a sentence with a subject, verb, and object. The ii chord
leans toward the V; the V demands the I. Each chord is defined not by its internal

content but by its relationship to what surrounds it. Harmony is syntax, not vocabulary.

Jazz musicians understand this better than they often realize. When you learn a tune,
you do not memorize a sequence of isolated chords. You learn a progression — a path
through harmonic space with a logic and direction that you can feel in your body. You
know when you are heading toward a resolution. You know when a turnaround is
pulling you back to the top. You know when a chord substitution works because it
preserves the motion even while changing the surface. This intuitive understanding of
harmonic motion is precisely what the Classical composers formalized and extended to
the largest possible scale.

The Gravitational Field of Tonality

Every tonal piece of music — whether a Bach chorale, a Haydn symphony, a Coltrane
ballad, or a Wayne Shorter composition — operates within a gravitational field defined
by two poles: the tonic and the dominant.
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The tonic is home. It is the point of rest, the pitch center to which everything
ultimately refers. When you hear a piece in C major, C is not merely the first note of a
scale; it is the center of gravity around which the entire harmonic universe of that piece
organizes itself. Every other chord in the key exists in a state of tension relative to this
center — some very close to rest (the iii chord, the vi chord), some at maximum distance
from it.

The dominant is that point of maximum tension. The V chord — and specifically the
V7, with its tritone between the third and seventh — is the moment of greatest instability
within the tonal system, the point most urgently demanding resolution back to the tonic.
The tritone between B and F in a G7 chord wants to resolve: B pulls upward to C, F pulls
downward to E. This is not a metaphor. The acoustic properties of the tritone create
genuine perceptual tension; the resolution to the tonic triad produces genuine perceptual

release.

The tonic-dominant polarity that drives every ii-V-I is the atomic unit of tonal
harmony. Everything else — every secondary dominant, every chromatic alteration,
every borrowed chord, every tritone substitution — is an elaboration of this
gravitational relationship.

What separates the Classical masters from competent harmony is not that they
understood this polarity (every church organist in eighteenth-century Europe
understood it, and every jazz musician navigates it nightly) but that they discovered
how to project it across enormous spans of time. A single ii-V-I takes a few seconds. A
sonata-form movement sustains the same tension — tonic versus dominant, stability
versus instability — for ten or fifteen minutes. The dominant is not just a chord; it
becomes a key, a rival tonal center that competes with the tonic for the listener’s
allegiance across the entire first half of the movement. The resolution is not a single
chord change but a large-scale structural event: the recapitulation, where the tonic
reclaims everything that the dominant had appropriated.

This is the insight that will govern the rest of this course. Harmony operates on
multiple timescales simultaneously — chord-to-chord, phrase-to-phrase, section-to-
section, key-to-key — and the Classical style is the first music to exploit all of these levels

with full structural consciousness.

Modulation as Narrative

A modulation is not a technical procedure. It is a dramatic act. When a piece of music
leaves its home key and establishes a new tonal center, something has happened — not
just harmonically but narratively. The music has left home. It is somewhere else. And the
listener, if sufficiently attentive, holds both the memory of where the music was and the

awareness of where it is now in a single, sustained act of perception.
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This is what Rosen means when he writes that “the creation of a classical style was
not so much the achievement of an ideal as the reconciliation of conflicting ideals — the
striking of an optimum balance between them.” The conflict at the heart of the Classical
style is the conflict between keys. The tonic asserts one center of gravity; the dominant
asserts another. The entire first half of a sonata-form movement is devoted to
establishing this conflict. The entire second half is devoted to resolving it. The drama is
harmonic.

Consider what happens when you modulate from C major to G major — the most
basic modulatory move in the Classical style. C major is home. The music begins there,
establishes the tonic through cadences and melodic emphasis. Then something shifts. A
new leading tone appears: F-sharp, foreign to C major but native to G major. The
harmony begins gravitating toward G. Cadences confirm G as a tonal center. The
listener’s ear adjusts; G begins to feel like home. But it is not home — not truly. The
memory of C persists, and with it a structural tension that will not be resolved until the
music returns to C and stays there.

This is modulation as the Classical composers understood it: not a momentary
tonicization (a brief emphasis on a chord, the way a jazz musician might play a
secondary dominant) but the establishment of a rival tonal center that operates in
genuine competition with the original tonic. The difference between tonicization and
modulation is the difference between visiting a city and moving there. A tonicization is a
tourist; a modulation takes up residence.

The most natural modulatory move is from tonic to dominant — from I to V. This is
because the dominant key is already implied within the home key (G major is built on
the fifth scale degree of C major; the two keys share six of seven pitches). Moving to the
dominant feels like a natural expansion of the home key, not an abrupt departure. It is
close enough to feel connected, distant enough to feel like genuine motion.

But modulation can go anywhere. To the relative minor (C major to A minor). To the
subdominant (C major to F major). To remote keys connected by chromatic third
relations (C major to E major, or to A-flat major). Each modulatory destination carries its
own expressive character. Motion to the dominant is assertive, bright, outward-moving.
Motion to the relative minor is darkening, introspective. Motion to the subdominant is
relaxing, gravitationally weaker. Motion to remote keys is disorienting, destabilizing —
the farther from home, the greater the dramatic charge of the journey and the eventual
return.
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Harmonic Rhythm: The Pace of Change

How fast harmony changes matters as much as what it changes to. This dimension —
harmonic rhythm — is one of the most powerful and least discussed tools in a
composer’s arsenal.

When harmony changes rapidly, with a new chord on every beat or even every half-
beat, the effect is urgency, density, forward propulsion. The development section of a
Classical sonata often features accelerated harmonic rhythm: chords flying past, keys
shifting every few bars, the tonal ground unstable beneath the listener’s feet. This
acceleration is part of what makes developments feel like they are “going somewhere”
— the rate of harmonic change itself creates a sense of intensification.

When harmony changes slowly — a single chord sustained for four bars, eight bars,
sixteen bars — the effect is expansiveness, weight, or stasis, depending on context. A
tonic pedal at the opening of a symphony establishes authority through sheer duration.
A dominant pedal before a recapitulation creates unbearable tension precisely because
the harmony refuses to move: the listener knows the resolution is coming, and the
sustained dominant makes them wait for it.

The Classical style exploits this dimension with extraordinary sophistication. A
typical sonata-form exposition begins with relatively stable harmonic rhythm (the tonic
is established, the first theme unfolds over clear, periodic harmonies), accelerates
through the transition (where the modulation to the dominant occurs — the harmonic
rhythm quickens as the music negotiates the shift between keys), and then relaxes again
when the new key is established (the second theme group often features slower, more
stable harmonic rhythm, confirming the dominant as a new resting point). The

manipulation of harmonic rhythm is itself a narrative: calm, agitation, new calm.

Jazz musicians manipulate harmonic rhythm constantly. A rhythm-changes tune
moves through chords at a clip — new harmony every two beats in the A sections. A
modal tune like “So What” sits on a single chord for sixteen bars. The contrast is
enormous, and the compositional decision about harmonic rhythm shapes every other
musical parameter: melodic density, rhythmic activity, the role of the bass, the texture of
the ensemble. Miles Davis understood this when he moved from the dense changes of
bebop to the open spaces of Kind of Blue. He was not simplifying the music. He was
radically altering its harmonic rhythm, and with it, its entire character.

The Inheritance from Opera Buffa

The Classical style did not emerge from abstract theoretical principles. It emerged from
the theater — specifically from Italian comic opera, the opera buffa of Pergolesi, Galuppi,
Piccini, and their contemporaries. This origin is crucial for understanding why Classical
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music sounds the way it does.

Baroque music — the music of Bach, Handel, Vivaldi — tends toward continuous,
non-periodic rhythmic motion. A Bach fugue does not divide neatly into four-bar
phrases with clear antecedent-consequent structure. It flows, one voice entering after
another, the rhythmic momentum sustained through constant sixteenth-note motion.
The harmonic rhythm is often rapid and continuous. This texture is magnificent, but it is
not well suited to the theater, where audiences need to hear words, follow dramatic
action, and grasp formal structure in real time without a score.

Opera buffa demanded something different: periodic phrase structure, clear
harmonic articulation, a surface simple enough for an audience to follow while complex
enough to sustain dramatic interest. The composers of opera buffa developed a musical
language built on symmetrical phrases (two bars answered by two bars, four bars
answered by four), clear cadential punctuation (the harmony articulates phrase endings
unmistakably), and a deliberate simplification of surface texture that allowed the

underlying harmonic motion to be heard with unprecedented clarity.

Haydn and Mozart absorbed this language and turned it to purely instrumental
ends. The periodic phrase structure of opera buffa became the raw material of sonata
form. The symmetrical four-bar phrase, with its antecedent and consequent halves,
became the building block from which they constructed movements of extraordinary
scale and complexity. The simplification of surface texture was not a loss of
sophistication — it was a gain in structural audibility. Because the surface was clear, the
large-scale harmonic motion — the tension between keys, the drama of modulation and
return — could be perceived by listeners in real time. The Classical style made
architectural hearing possible.

This is why the Classical period, despite its apparent simplicity compared to the
Baroque, represents an expansion rather than a contraction of musical possibility. Bach’s
harmony is extraordinarily rich on a local level — chord-to-chord, the voice-leading is
endlessly inventive. But the large-scale harmonic structure of a Bach movement is often
relatively simple: a key area is established, departed from, and returned to without the
kind of sustained tonal conflict that defines Classical sonata form. The Classical
composers traded some of Bach’s local harmonic density for large-scale harmonic
drama. It was a bargain that transformed the art.

EXERCISES
Exercise 1: Feeling Modulation

At the keyboard, play a ii-V-I in C major. Let C settle as home. Now, without
pause, pivot: play a ii-V-I in F major. You have modulated. Pay attention to what
happens in your ear at the pivot point. The gravitational center moves. C major,
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which a moment ago was home, is now being pulled toward F. The same pitch class
C is recontextualized — it was your tonic, now it is the dominant of F, a chord of

tension demanding resolution.

This is modulation at its most basic: a reinterpretation of function. The same
pitch (C) that was tonic is now dominant. Home has become tension. This is the

fundamental mechanism that the Classical composers exploited on the largest scale.
Exercise 2: Harmonic Rhythm Awareness

Take a twelve-bar blues in F. Play through it at a comfortable tempo, comping
shell voicings. Notice the harmonic rhythm: one chord per bar for the first four bars
(F7, ¥7, F7, E7), then the change to Bb7 in bar 5, back to F7 in bar 7, the turnaround
accelerating at the end (C7, Bb7, F7, C7 — one chord per bar, or even two chords
per bar in some versions).

Now experiment with altering the harmonic rhythm. Play the first four bars
with a chord change every two beats: F7, Bb7, F7, Cm7, F7, and so on, inserting
passing chords. The character changes instantly — it becomes busier, more urgent,
more bebop. Now do the opposite: sustain F7 for eight bars instead of four before
moving to Bb7. The character changes again — it becomes more static, more modal,
more spacious.

You are manipulating harmonic rhythm, and with it, the entire feel of the music.
This is the same tool that Haydn and Mozart wield when they accelerate harmonic
rhythm in a development section or sustain a dominant pedal before a
recapitulation.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION

Everything in this lesson should feel familiar to you, because jazz harmony IS tonal
harmony — extended, chromaticized, enriched with upper structures, but

fundamentally operating on the same gravitational principles.

The ii-V-1 is the tonic-dominant polarity in action. Tritone substitution preserves
the essential voice-leading (the tritone between the third and seventh of the
dominant resolves the same way whether the root is G or Db). Back-cycling extends
the chain of dominants further from the tonic, creating longer arcs of tension and
resolution. Coltrane changes systematize modulation through major-third cycles,
creating three competing tonal centers that refuse to settle into a single key — a
technique whose structural effect is remarkably similar to what happens in a
Classical development section, where the music passes rapidly through multiple
keys without establishing any of them as stable.
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“Giant Steps” is, from a tonal perspective, a piece in which three keys — B
major, G major, and E-flat major — compete for primacy. The tune cycles through
all three with relentless regularity, and no single key wins. This is structural
dissonance in the deepest sense: not dissonance within a chord, but dissonance
between keys. Coltrane arrived at this through a completely different historical
path than Haydn or Mozart, but the structural principle is the same. Tonal tension
is the engine of musical drama.

When you play through the bridge of “I Got Rhythm” — leaving Bb major for
the cycle of dominants (D7, G7, C7, F7) that leads back to the top — you are
navigating a modulatory journey. Each dominant implies a key; each resolves not to
its expected tonic but to the next dominant in the cycle. The music is tonally
unstable, passing through implied keys without settling, until the F7 resolves back
to Bb at the top of the form. This is a miniature development section: departure,
instability, return.

The difference between jazz and Classical practice is not one of kind but of
scale. A jazz tune accomplishes its harmonic drama in thirty-two bars. A Classical
sonata movement accomplishes it in two hundred. The principles are identical. The
canvas is different.
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Lesson 12: The Classical Style | — Haydn and
the Art of Surprise

The Simplicity That Commands Everything

Joseph Haydn is the most underestimated great composer in Western music. His
reputation suffers from a peculiar injustice: because his music sounds genial, witty, and
accessible, it is assumed to be simple. Nothing could be further from the truth. Haydn’s
apparent simplicity is the most sophisticated kind of artifice — what Rosen describes as
“pretension to a simplicity that seems to come from Nature itself,” which is “not a mask
but the true claim of a style whose command over the whole range of technique is so
great that it can ingenuously afford to disdain the outward appearance of high art.”

Read that sentence again. It is one of the most penetrating things ever written about
a composer. Haydn's simplicity is not the simplicity of someone who does not know
how to be complex. It is the simplicity of someone who knows everything and chooses
not to display it. His themes are often almost absurdly basic — repeated notes, triadic
arpeggios, scale fragments, folk-like tunes that a child could sing. But what he does with
these materials reveals a compositional mind of staggering power. He builds entire
symphonic movements from a single motif. He creates formal structures of
extraordinary ingenuity that sound, on the surface, like natural, inevitable unfoldings.
His music teaches a lesson that every composer must learn: the material matters less
than what you do with it.

Jazz musicians should recognize this principle immediately. A blues is twelve bars of
I, IV, and V. A rhythm-changes tune is built on the most common chord progression in
popular music. Yet Charlie Parker built an entire career of astonishing creativity on these
forms. Thelonious Monk constructed a body of work from themes that are, on paper,
almost perversely simple — angular melodies, bare intervals, rhythmic figures that a
beginning student could read. The genius is not in the raw material. It is in the
transformation, the development, the use.

Haydn is the supreme master of this principle in the classical tradition, and
understanding his compositional thinking will teach you more about how to build a
piece of music than any amount of chord-scale theory.
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The Roots in Comic Opera

Haydn did not invent his style from nothing. He absorbed it from the comic opera of his
time and transformed it into something entirely new. The Italian opera buffa — the
tradition running from Pergolesi through Paisiello and Cimarosa — gave Haydn two

things that fundamentally shaped his art: periodic phrase structure and comic timing.

Periodic phrase structure is the organization of music into regular, symmetrical units
— most commonly, phrases of two, four, or eight bars that pair into antecedent-
consequent relationships. The antecedent phrase poses a harmonic question (ending on
something other than the tonic — typically the dominant). The consequent phrase
answers it (ending on the tonic). This regularity gives the listener something to hold

onto, a rhythmic expectation that makes deviations from it perceptible and expressive.

Comic timing is the art of setting up expectations and violating them. In opera buffa,
this is literal: characters say one thing and mean another, events take unexpected turns,
musical phrases are interrupted or extended for dramatic and comedic effect. Haydn
absorbed this sense of timing so deeply that it became the foundation of his instrumental
style. His music constantly sets up expectations — melodic, harmonic, rhythmic, formal
— and then subverts them. The humor is not programmatic (Haydn is not telling jokes).

It is structural. The music itself is witty.

Rosen identifies the String Quartets Op. 33 (1781) as the decisive turning point — the
works in which Haydn fully integrated this comic-operatic sensibility into the quartet
medium. These six quartets are revolutionary not because of any single technical
innovation but because of a new relationship between the composer and the listener’s
expectations. Haydn assumes a listener who has internalized the conventions of the style
— who knows what a phrase is “supposed” to do, where a cadence is “supposed” to fall,
when a recapitulation is “supposed” to arrive — and then plays with those expectations
with extraordinary finesse. The quartets are witty in the deepest sense: they are about the

listener’s expectations, manipulating them with the timing of a great comedian.

Thematic Economy: Building a World from a Seed

One of Haydn’s most distinctive compositional traits is his thematic economy — his
ability to build entire movements, sometimes entire multi-movement works, from a
single thematic idea. Where other composers introduce contrasting themes to create
variety, Haydn transforms one theme so thoroughly that it generates all the variety the

movement requires.

This is motivic development raised to the level of form. A theme is not a fixed
melody to be stated and then accompanied. It is a collection of intervals, rhythms, and
contours, each of which can be extracted, isolated, recombined, inverted, augmented,
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compressed, and re-harmonized. Haydn treats his themes the way a great improviser
treats a motif: as raw material for invention, not as a finished object to be preserved.

Consider the first movement of Symphony No. 104 in D major, the last of the London
symphonies. The movement begins with a slow introduction — a solemn, minor-mode
statement that establishes gravity and expectation. Then the Allegro arrives, and the
main theme enters: a simple melody built primarily from a rising scale figure and a
repeated-note rhythm. This is not memorable melody in the sense that a Mozart opera
aria is memorable. It is a generative theme — a theme designed not to be beautiful in

itself but to be endlessly productive when developed.

And Haydn develops it relentlessly. Fragments of the rising scale appear in the bass
while the upper voices spin new counterpoint above them. The repeated-note rhythm
migrates from voice to voice, appearing in augmentation (slower) in the cellos while the
violins play it at its original speed. The theme is inverted, its rising scale becoming a
falling one. It is truncated — only its first two notes used as the basis for a passage of
extraordinary harmonic instability. By the end of the development section, the listener
has heard this theme in so many guises that its return in its original form at the
recapitulation feels not like mere repetition but like homecoming: the theme is itself
again after a journey of transformation.

This technique has a direct parallel in jazz practice. When Sonny Rollins plays
“St. Thomas,” he does not simply state the melody and then play unrelated eighth-note
lines over the changes. He extracts motifs from the theme — the opening rhythmic
figure, the descending interval, the calypso rhythm — and builds his improvisation from
these fragments. His solo is a development section. The theme is not abandoned when
the improvisation begins; it is the source of the improvisation. Haydn and Rollins are
engaged in the same fundamental activity: generating extended musical discourse from
concentrated thematic material.

The False Recapitulation

Among Haydn’s most celebrated devices is the false recapitulation — a moment in the
development section where the main theme returns, seemingly signaling the beginning
of the recapitulation, but in the wrong key. The listener, who has been waiting through
the harmonic instability of the development for the tonic to return, hears the familiar
theme and relaxes — only to realize, a few bars later, that the music is not in the home
key at all. The “recapitulation” was a feint. The development is still underway.

This device only works because of the listener’s expectations. If you do not know
what a recapitulation is supposed to sound like — if you have not internalized the
convention that the main theme returns in the tonic key after the development — the
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false recapitulation is invisible to you. It is a joke told to an audience that knows the
setup. Haydn assumes a listener who is actively tracking the tonal structure, who knows
the rules well enough to be fooled when they are violated.

The first movement of the String Quartet in E-flat major, Op. 33 No. 2 (nicknamed
“The Joke”) is a case in point, though Haydn deploys this kind of structural humor
throughout his work. In many of his sonata-form movements, the development section
will arrive at what sounds like a clear dominant preparation — the harmony zeroing in
on the dominant of the home key, building tension, setting up the expected resolution.
Then the main theme enters, and the listener settles back. But the key is wrong. It might
be the subdominant, or a third-related key, or the dominant itself rather than the tonic.
The rug has been pulled. The development continues, and the listener must recalibrate
— holding the memory of the false return while waiting for the real one.

When the true recapitulation finally arrives, it carries enhanced weight because of
the feint that preceded it. The listener’s expectation has been both frustrated and
ultimately fulfilled, and the fulfillment is the more satisfying for having been delayed.
This is the deep structural principle behind all of Haydn’s humor: expectation, denial,
eventual satisfaction. It is the architecture of comedy applied to musical form.

Analysis: Symphony No. 94 in G Major, “Surprise” — First
Movement

Let us trace the first movement of one of Haydn’s most famous symphonies in enough
detail for you to follow its argument without a score.

The movement begins with a slow introduction in G major — Adagio cantabile. This
is common in Haydn’s late symphonies: a slow, somewhat solemn preamble that
establishes the key and creates a mood of expectation. The introduction hovers between
G major and G minor, its harmonies ambiguous, its phrasing broad. It is not yet the main
event; it is the curtain rising.

Then the Vivace assai begins, and the character changes utterly. The main theme
enters in the first violins: a brisk, cheerful melody in G major, built from simple scale
steps and leaping figures. The texture is light — the melody rides above a transparent
accompaniment. The phrase structure is periodic: four bars of antecedent answered by
four bars of consequent, the antecedent ending on a half cadence (dominant), the
consequent ending on a full cadence (tonic). This is the opera buffa inheritance in action
— clear, symmetrical, easy to follow.

Haydn repeats the theme, elaborating it slightly. Then the transition begins. The
harmony becomes more active. The music pushes toward D major, the dominant key.

New melodic material appears — more vigorous, less lyrical, propelled by running
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sixteenth notes. The bass line becomes more prominent, driving the music forward.
Cadences in D major begin to accumulate, establishing the new key.

The second theme group arrives in D major. In Haydn's practice, this is often not a
contrasting “second theme” in the Mozartean sense but a new guise for the same basic
material. The melodic figures are related to the opening theme — transformed,
recontextualized, but recognizably kin. The key of D major is confirmed through
repeated cadences. A closing section, still in D major, brings the exposition to a
conclusion. If the exposition is repeated (as it should be), the listener hears this entire

harmonic journey twice: G major to D major, home to away.

The development begins, and the atmosphere changes. The thematic material is
fragmented — bits of the main theme tossed between instruments, combined with new
countermelodies, passed through foreign keys. The harmonic rhythm accelerates. The
music visits E minor, C major, A minor, and other keys, never settling in any of them for
long. This is the structural instability that defines a Classical development: the listener
has left home and is being led through unfamiliar territory. The fragments of familiar
theme are like landmarks glimpsed through fog — recognizable but disorienting in their
new harmonic context.

Then: the dominant preparation. The harmony narrows to D, the dominant of G
major. A pedal point on D appears in the bass. Tension builds. The music is signaling,
with increasing urgency, that the tonic is about to return. And then the recapitulation
arrives: the main theme in G major, its original key, its original scoring, its original

periodic structure intact. The listener is home.

But the recapitulation is not a mere repetition of the exposition. The crucial
difference: the second theme group, which in the exposition was in D major, is now in G
major. The tonal conflict of the exposition — the tension between G and D — is resolved.
Everything is in the home key. The drama is over. What was “away” has been brought
“home.”

This is the narrative of sonata form at its most elemental: establishment, conflict,
resolution. Tonic, dominant, tonic. Home, away, home. And the entire drama is
harmonic. The themes themselves do not change in character; what changes is their tonal
context. The return of a theme in the home key means something different from its first
appearance precisely because the listener has heard it in another key and now hears it
restored. The form is not a container into which music is poured. The form is the music

— the experience of tonal motion through time.

EXERCISES

Exercise 1: Hearing the Development
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Listen to the first movement of any Haydn symphony — No. 94, No. 104,
No. 101, or No. 88 are all excellent choices. Your task is to identify, by ear alone,

three moments:

First, the beginning of the development section. This is the moment after the
exposition (which may be repeated) when the harmonic ground becomes unstable.
The themes begin to fragment. The music passes through keys without settling. You
will feel it as a loss of footing — the security of the exposition gives way to
something unsettled and searching.

Second, the dominant preparation before the recapitulation. This is a passage of
sustained tension, usually built over a pedal point on the fifth scale degree. The
harmony narrows; the texture may thin; the energy coils. The music is about to
resolve but has not yet done so. This is one of the most powerful moments in
Classical form — pure, sustained dominant tension.

Third, the recapitulation itself. The main theme returns in the home key. You
will feel this as arrival, release, homecoming. After the instability of the
development, the return of the familiar theme in its original key produces a
physical sensation of resolution.

Do not worry about identifying these moments precisely on the first listen. The
point is to develop your sensitivity to large-scale harmonic motion — to begin
hearing not just what chords are being played but where you are in the tonal
journey.

Exercise 2: Thematic Development at the Keyboard

Take a simple four-note motive — for example, the first four notes of “So What”
(D, E, F, G in half steps and whole steps — or choose any simple motive from a tune
you know). Now, using only those four notes and their transformations, improvise
at the keyboard for two minutes.

Transpose the motive to different pitch levels. Invert it (if it rises, make it fall).
Play it in augmentation (twice as slow). Retrograde it (backwards). Change the
rhythm while keeping the pitches. Keep the rhythm while changing the pitches.

The goal is to experience what Haydn experiences: the discovery that a tiny
fragment of musical material contains, within itself, an enormous range of
expressive possibilities. You are not inventing new material; you are finding what

was already latent in the original idea.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION: HAYDN AND MONK
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Haydn’s structural humor — his manipulation of the listener’s expectations
through timing, delay, displacement, and omission — finds its closest parallel in

jazz not in any harmonic innovator but in Thelonious Monk.

Monk’s humor, like Haydn’s, is structural. It operates not through
programmatic reference or musical quotation but through the manipulation of
time. Monk establishes a pattern — a rhythmic figure, a melodic cell, a phrase
structure — and then violates it. He delays the expected note by a beat. He omits it
entirely, leaving a hole where sound should be. He displaces an accent from a
strong beat to a weak one. He plays a chord that is technically “correct” in the most
aggressive, dissonant voicing possible, making something familiar sound alien.

Listen to Monk’s solo on “Straight, No Chaser.” He plays a simple blues motif
— a few notes, a clear thythm. He repeats it. He repeats it again. The listener begins
to anticipate the pattern. Then Monk shifts the phrase by one beat. Or he adds a
note that transforms the contour. Or he leaves a bar of silence where the next
statement should be. The effect is unmistakably comic — not because Monk is
telling a joke, but because the structure is witty. The listener’s expectations are the
setup; the violation is the punchline.

This is exactly what Haydn does when he inserts a false recapitulation, or
extends a phrase by two unexpected bars, or ends a movement with a silence where
a final chord should be (as in the famous last movement of the “Joke” Quartet, Op.
33 No. 2, where the music stops and starts, stops and starts, and the audience never
knows if it is truly over). The humor is built into the formal structure. It requires a
listener who knows the conventions well enough to recognize when they are being
subverted.

Both Haydn and Monk share something deeper: a belief that music need not
choose between wit and profundity. Haydn’s late symphonies are at once hilarious
and sublime. Monk’s compositions are at once angular and beautiful. In both cases,
the humor is not decoration applied to the surface of a “serious” musical structure.
The humor is the structure. The unexpected turn, the delayed resolution, the
displaced accent — these are not jokes inserted into the music. They are the

compositional decisions from which the music is made.

Understanding this connection should dispel any notion that Classical music is
stiff or formal while jazz is spontaneous and free. Haydn’s music is as full of
surprise, wit, and improvisatory energy as anything in jazz. And Monk’s music is
as formally rigorous as anything in the Classical canon. They are kindred spirits
separated by two centuries, working in the same deep tradition of structural play.
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Lesson |3: The Classical Style 1l — Mozart and
Concealed Symmetry

The Innocent Surface

If Haydn’s genius is the art of surprise — the subversion of expectations through
structural wit — then Mozart’s genius is the art of concealment. Mozart’s music sounds
effortless. Its surfaces are so fluent, so natural, so seemingly inevitable that the listener
receives them as one receives sunlight: without any awareness of the staggering

complexity that produces them.

This effortlessness is the most dangerous illusion in all of music. It has led
generations of listeners and even some musicians to hear Mozart as merely “pretty” or
“pleasant” — agreeable sounds without the depth or difficulty of Beethoven, the
contrapuntal wizardry of Bach, or the harmonic daring of the twentieth century. This is a
catastrophic misunderstanding, equivalent to reading Shakespeare and hearing only the
story while missing the poetry. Mozart’s surfaces conceal — and Rosen’s word
“concealed” is exact — symmetries, balances, and formal relationships of extraordinary
subtlety. Every phrase is calibrated against every other. Every harmonic inflection occurs
at a structurally crucial moment. What sounds spontaneous is, in fact, composed with a
precision that borders on the uncanny.

Rosen captures this quality in a sentence that should be committed to memory:
“Each new idea in an exposition fulfills various needs raised by the last, while leaving
others still open: a continuous game of symmetry and asymmetry, expectation and
fulfillment, hiding beneath the innocent surface.” This is the key to Mozart. His
expositions are not sequences of themes — first theme, second theme, closing theme —
set out like items on a shelf. They are arguments, each new idea arising from and
responding to what came before, each one simultaneously resolving some tension and
creating new tension, so that the music unfolds with the logic of a conversation in which
every statement both answers a question and poses a new one.

Mozart’s Expositions: Argument, Not Inventory

To understand what Rosen means, we need to hear a Mozart exposition as a single,

continuous process rather than a sequence of discrete sections.
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Consider the first movement of the Piano Sonata in C major, K. 545 — one of the
most familiar pieces in the repertoire, often relegated to the “beginner” shelf because of
its apparent simplicity. This is precisely the piece whose concealed sophistication is most
instructive.

The movement opens with the first theme: a rising C major arpeggio in the right
hand, followed by a descending scale passage. The phrase is built on the simplest
possible material — a broken chord and a scale. The harmony is transparent: I to V and
back to I, with a brief passing through IV. A child can play the notes. But notice what
Mozart has done in these opening bars. The rising arpeggio establishes the tonic with
bright, assertive energy — upward motion, bright register. The descending scale that
follows introduces a contrasting character: smooth, stepwise, descending. In four bars,
Mozart has established two contrasting gestures (rising/arpeggio vs. falling/scale) and
two contrasting characters (assertive vs. lyrical). These are not just notes. They are the
raw materials — the dramatic personae — of the movement.

The phrase repeats, slightly varied, and cadences in C major. The tonic is confirmed.
Now the transition begins, and this is where the magic happens. The left hand
introduces a new figure — an Alberti bass pattern that increases the rhythmic activity.
The right hand begins a passage of running sixteenth notes that takes the music through
increasingly chromatic harmony. The key begins to shift. The bass line moves upward.
Scale passages in the right hand modulate through D minor, then toward G major, the
dominant. The harmonic rhythm accelerates — chords change more rapidly, the
harmony becomes more active, more searching. The listener can feel the ground shifting;

what was stable is becoming mobile.

Then the second theme arrives, and it arrives in G major — the dominant key. But
this is not merely a “new theme in a new key.” Listen to what the second theme is: a
singing, lyrical melody in the left hand, accompanied by a gentle rocking figure in the
right. Every quality of this theme is a response to the first theme. Where the first theme
was in the right hand, the second is led by the left. Where the first theme featured rising
arpeggios and falling scales, the second theme moves in smaller, more conjunct intervals.
Where the first theme was assertive and bright, the second is tender and singing. The
contrast is systematic, but it sounds utterly natural — two characters in a drama, defined
by their differences.

And yet the connection is equally systematic. The descending stepwise motion of the
first theme’s scale passage reappears, transformed, in the second theme’s melodic
contour. The rhythmic profile of the first theme’s closing gesture generates the
accompaniment pattern of the second. The two themes are different — but they are
different in the way that a question and its answer are different: each defined by the
other, each incomplete without the other.
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A closing theme follows, confirming G major through emphatic cadences. Running
scale passages — recalling the transition — bring the exposition to a decisive close. The
entire exposition, from beginning to end, is a single continuous argument: establishment
of the tonic and its characteristic themes, destabilization through modulation, arrival at
the dominant with themes that simultaneously contrast with and respond to the
opening. Nothing is arbitrary. Nothing is merely decorative. Every event is structurally
motivated.

The Continuous Game

This is what Rosen means by “a continuous game of symmetry and asymmetry.”
Mozart’s expositions are not built additively — theme A, then theme B, then closing
theme, like beads on a string. They are built responsively. Each new idea fulfills
something left open by the previous idea while creating new openings that subsequent

ideas must address.

The technical term for this kind of construction is “through-composed thematic
process,” but the metaphor that best captures it is conversation. In a good conversation,
each statement responds to the last. An observation prompts a question. The question
prompts a counter-observation. A tangent arises that nonetheless connects back to the
original topic. Nothing is random, but nothing is mechanical either. The conversation

unfolds organically, following a logic that is felt rather than planned.

Mozart’s expositions work exactly this way. The first theme creates harmonic and
melodic expectations — a particular mode of expression, a particular rhythmic character,
a particular register. The transition responds to these by increasing harmonic instability
— the music has been provoked by the first theme’s stability into seeking something new.
The second theme group answers the expectations created by both the first theme (by
contrast) and the transition (by resolution — the harmonic instability settles into the new
key). The closing theme responds to the second theme group by confirming the new key
and tying up loose ends.

Each of these stages is not an isolated event but a node in a web of relationships. And
the symmetries are concealed beneath a surface of apparently spontaneous melody. You
hear a beautiful tune. Underneath, the architecture is working with the precision of a
watch mechanism.

The Concerto as Drama
Nowhere is Mozart's formal imagination more vividly displayed than in his piano

concertos — twenty-seven works that represent, as Rosen argues, the supreme
achievement of Classical instrumental music. The concerto fascinated Mozart because it

99



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

is inherently dramatic: it stages a conflict between the individual (the soloist) and the
collective (the orchestra), and this conflict maps perfectly onto the tonal drama of sonata

form.

The typical Mozart concerto first movement begins with an orchestral exposition — a
long passage (sometimes sixty or seventy bars) in which the orchestra presents the
principal themes. But here is the crucial point: the orchestral exposition does NOT
modulate. All of its themes are presented in the home key. This is unlike a normal
sonata-form exposition, which modulates from tonic to dominant. The orchestral

exposition is a preview, a laying-out of materials — but with the tonal drama withheld.

Then the soloist enters. And now the exposition is replayed — but this time with
modulation. The themes that the orchestra presented in the home key are now re-
presented by the soloist (often with new ornamentation, new figuration, new
accompanying textures), and the music modulates to the dominant. The drama that was
withheld in the orchestral exposition is released by the soloist’s entrance. The soloist is the

agent of tonal motion, the force that moves the music from home to away.

This is a profound structural insight. The orchestra represents stability, collective
agreement, the status quo. The soloist represents individual agency, destabilization,
adventure. The dramatic tension of the concerto is the tension between these two forces
— and it is played out through the tonal structure. When the soloist modulates away
from the home key, it is a dramatic assertion of independence. When the orchestra
eventually brings the music back to the tonic in the recapitulation, it is a reintegration of

the individual into the collective.

Listen to the opening of the Piano Concerto No. 20 in D minor, K. 466 — one of
Mozart’s greatest and most dramatic concertos. The orchestra begins with a syncopated,
agitated figure in D minor: low strings pulsing a nervous rhythm, upper strings entering
with sighing motifs that fall in half steps. The mood is dark, urgent, almost operatic. This
orchestral exposition lasts for some seventy bars, presenting themes of dramatic
intensity — all in D minor, all without modulation. The tension builds. The harmonies
darken. And then the piano enters.

And the piano enters not with any of the themes the orchestra has presented. It
enters with a completely new idea — a plaintive, singing melody that rises above the
orchestra’s agitation with a quality of individual vulnerability. This is one of Mozart’s
most striking dramatic gestures: the soloist as a new character, entering a drama already
in progress, asserting a voice that is different from everything that has come before.

As the soloist’s exposition unfolds, the piano takes the orchestra’s themes and
transforms them, modulates them, uses them as springboards for virtuosic passage-
work that drives the music toward new tonal areas. The conflict between soloist and
orchestra — between individual freedom and collective structure — is enacted through
every bar. In the development section, the piano and orchestra alternate, dialogue,
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compete. In the recapitulation, the themes return in D minor, now shared between
soloist and orchestra in a relationship that has been altered by everything that has

happened in between.

Mozart’s concertos are operas without words. The soloist is a character. The
orchestra is the world that character inhabits. The tonal structure is the plot. To hear a
Mozart concerto fully is to hear all three simultaneously — to follow the individual
voice, the orchestral response, and the harmonic journey that gives both their meaning.

The Operas: Form as Drama

It is no coincidence that the greatest opera composer of the eighteenth century was also
the greatest composer of instrumental forms. For Mozart, dramatic and instrumental
thinking are not separate faculties but two expressions of the same formal intelligence. A
sonata-form exposition IS a drama. An operatic ensemble IS a sonata form. The two
genres illuminate each other.

Consider the Act II finale of The Marriage of Figaro. This is a vast ensemble number
lasting over twenty minutes — one of the longest continuous stretches of music in any
Mozart opera. In it, characters enter and exit, alliances shift, plots are hatched and foiled,
emotions swing from rage to tenderness to bewilderment. The dramatic action is

complex, fast-moving, and almost farcically intricate.

The musical structure of this finale is sonata-form thinking applied to opera. The key
scheme traces a large-scale tonal arc. Themes are associated with dramatic situations and
characters. Modulations coincide with dramatic turns. When the Count’s fury drives the
action in one direction, the harmony moves accordingly; when the Countess’s dignity
asserts itself, the key shifts in response. The relationship between what happens onstage
and what happens harmonically is not illustrative (the music does not merely
“accompany” the action). It is structural. The drama IS the harmony. The characters’
conflicts are tonal conflicts. The resolution of the plot is the resolution of the key scheme.

This is why Mozart's operas are not just great theater — they are great music in the
absolute, structural sense. Strip away the words and the staging, and the musical
architecture of a Figaro ensemble stands on its own as a masterpiece of formal
construction. Add the words and the staging back, and you discover that every formal
decision has a dramatic motivation, and every dramatic event has a formal consequence.
The two dimensions are fused.

For jazz musicians, this fusion of drama and structure should resonate deeply. A
great jazz performance is also a drama — the interplay of soloists, the tension between
individual expression and collective groove, the narrative arc of a solo that builds from
spare simplicity to climactic intensity. Wayne Shorter’s compositions for the Miles Davis
Quintet achieve precisely this Mozartean fusion: surfaces that sound intuitive and
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spontaneous while the underlying harmonic architecture is extraordinarily deliberate.
“Footprints” is a twelve-bar form that sounds nothing like a blues — because Shorter
has concealed the familiar structure beneath a surface of chromatic sophistication that
transforms every expectation.

Analysis: Following a Mozart Exposition

Let us return to the K. 545 sonata and hear its exposition one more time, now with fuller
attention to the concealed symmetries.

The first theme occupies eight bars divided into two four-bar phrases. The first
phrase (antecedent) rises from middle C through a C major arpeggio, then falls through
a scale passage, ending on a half cadence — the harmony lands on G, the dominant, and
the phrase feels incomplete, poised, asking a question. The second phrase (consequent)
begins identically but continues differently, the scale passage descending further and
arriving at a full cadence in C major. Question and answer. Symmetry.

But within this symmetry, Mozart plants asymmetries that generate the rest of the
movement. The rising arpeggio covers a wide registral span — from middle C to the C
an octave above. The descending scale that follows covers a narrower span. This
imbalance — wide ascent, narrow descent — creates a registral tension. The upper
register has been claimed but not fully explored. This is one of the “needs raised by the
last” that Rosen describes — an open question that subsequent events must address.

The transition answers it. Running sixteenth-note passages in the right hand push
into the upper register with new intensity, filling out the territory that the first theme’s
arpeggio had opened. Simultaneously, the harmony destabilizes: chromatic notes
appear, the bass line ascends by step, the key of C major dissolves. The transition is
doing double duty — registral exploration and tonal modulation, both at once, both
arising naturally from implications planted in the first theme.

The second theme arrives in G major, and it answers the first theme in virtually
every parameter. Where the first theme was in the right hand, the second is led by the
left — a singing melody in the tenor register. Where the first theme was built from
arpeggios and scales (disjunct and conjunct motion alternating), the second theme is
almost entirely conjunct — smooth, stepwise, flowing. Where the first theme’s character
was assertive, even martial (that opening arpeggio has the quality of a trumpet call), the
second theme is lyrical, intimate.

But the connection is equally precise. The descending stepwise motion of the first
theme’s scale passage is the generating principle of the second theme’s melody. The
second theme is what the first theme’s descent becomes when freed from the arpeggio’s
assertiveness and allowed to sing. Contrast and continuity, simultaneously. This is the
concealed symmetry.
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A closing section follows, built from rapid scale passages in the right hand that recall
the transition. The scales confirm G major through emphatic cadences — the dominant
key is secure. The exposition closes with a sense of completion within the new key, even
as the larger tonal arc (the need to return to C major) remains open.

Every event in this exposition can be heard as both a self-sufficient musical moment
(a beautiful melody, a brilliant passage) and a structural node that responds to what
preceded it and prepares what will follow. This dual nature — immediate pleasure and
structural purpose — is the essence of Mozart’s art. It is why his music rewards infinite
re-hearing: the surface pleasures are available on first encounter, but the structural
depths reveal themselves only through repeated, attentive listening.

EXERCISES
Exercise 1: Finding the Modulation

Listen to the exposition of any Mozart piano sonata first movement — K. 545, K.
330, K. 332, or K. 333 are all accessible and instructive. Listen specifically for the
moment the music leaves the home key. What signals the change?

You will likely notice several things happening simultaneously. The harmony
becomes more chromatic — notes foreign to the home key begin appearing. The
harmonic rhythm may accelerate — chords change more rapidly as the music
negotiates the modulation. The bass line often becomes more active, moving by
step or by chromatic motion rather than by the stable leaps that characterize tonic
harmony. The overall energy of the music increases — there is a sense of
propulsion, of motion toward a goal.

When the new key arrives and the second theme begins, notice the change in
character. The tension of the modulation gives way to a new stability. But this
stability is not the same as the stability of the opening — it is stability in a foreign
key, a new home that the ear accepts provisionally while remembering the original
tonic. This dual awareness — present stability and remembered origin — is the
essence of tonal drama.

Exercise 2: Concealed Symmetry in Jazz Standards

Take a standard you know well — “All the Things You Are” is ideal for this
exercise. Play through the changes and analyze the harmonic motion not as a
sequence of chords but as a tonal journey.

The tune begins in Ab major: Fm7 (vi), Bbm?7 (ii), Eb7 (V), AbMaj7 (I). The tonic
is established through a clear progression. But the tune does not stay there. The

next phrase modulates to C major: Dm7, G7, CMaj7. The key has shifted — from Ab
to C, a major-third relationship. Then another modulation: to Eb major via Cm7,
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Fm7, Bb7, EbMaj7. Then the bridge arrives in G major (or arguably E major,
depending on how you hear the Am7-D7-GMaj7 progression), before a chromatic
passage leads back to Ab for the final phrase.

This is a miniature sonata exposition. A home key is established (Ab). The music
modulates through structurally related keys (C, Eb, G). Each new key creates
tension with the original tonic. The return to Ab at the end resolves the tonal
journey. Kern’s harmonic architecture is not random or merely colorful — it is
purposeful, directional, and architecturally balanced in a way that Mozart would

have recognized immediately.

Now play through the tune again and notice how each new section responds to
the previous one — not just harmonically but melodically. The melody of each
phrase has a similar contour (rising stepwise, then falling), but each phrase begins
on a different pitch level, in a different key. The symmetry of the melodic contour
conceals the asymmetry of the tonal motion. This is concealed symmetry in the
Mozartean sense: a surface of effortless melody hiding an elaborate tonal
architecture.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION: SHORTER, HANCOCK, AND CALCULATED
SPONTANEITY

The principle of concealed symmetry — surfaces that sound natural and inevitable
while the underlying architecture is extraordinarily calculated — is the defining
quality of the greatest jazz composers.

Wayne Shorter’s compositions achieve this with uncanny consistency. Consider
“Nefertiti,” recorded with the Miles Davis Quintet in 1967. The melody is a long,
winding line, played in unison by trumpet and saxophone, that sounds like a
single, continuous exhalation — no obvious seams, no repetition, no symmetry
apparent on the surface. It sounds through-composed, spontaneous, as if
improvised in a single breath.

But the underlying structure is anything but spontaneous. The melody is built
from a limited set of intervals — primarily minor seconds and minor thirds — that
recur in different configurations throughout the line. The phrase lengths are
carefully asymmetrical: a long phrase is followed by a shorter one, then another
long one, creating a rhythmic ebb and flow that avoids predictability while
maintaining coherence. The harmonic progression moves through a series of
related keys with a logic that mirrors the Classical practice of modulation — each
new harmonic area arises from the implications of the previous one, and the
eventual return to the opening feels inevitable even though it was never
predictable.
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Most remarkably, in the famous recording, the melody is played repeatedly
without any variation while the rhythm section improvises beneath it. This
inversion of the standard jazz format — melody as the fixed element,
accompaniment as the variable — reveals the compositional strength of the melody
itself. It can sustain multiple hearings because its concealed symmetries continue to
reveal themselves. Like a Mozart theme, it is simple on the surface and
inexhaustible in its structural depth.

Herbie Hancock’s compositions operate on a similar principle. “Maiden
Voyage” is built on four suspended dominant chords — D7sus, F7sus, Bb7sus
(enharmonically), and Db7sus — that move in a pattern of ascending fourths and
descending half-steps. The surface effect is oceanic, spacious, drifting. But the
underlying harmonic motion is precisely calculated: each chord relates to the next
by a specific interval, and the overall key scheme traces a symmetrical pattern that
balances ascending and descending motion. The simplicity of the surface conceals
the sophistication of the design.

This is Mozart’s principle, translated into the language of post-bop harmony.
The listener hears beauty. The analyst discovers architecture. And the two are not
separate experiences — the beauty arises from the architecture, just as the beauty of
a cathedral arises from the engineering that holds it up. You do not see the flying
buttresses from the nave. But without them, there is no nave.

What Haydn and Mozart Share — and Where They Diverge

The two figures at the center of these lessons represent complementary approaches to
the same fundamental challenge: how to make large-scale tonal drama audible and
compelling.

Haydn works from the outside in. His effects are overt — surprises, disruptions,
formal jokes that the listener cannot miss. His thematic economy means that the listener
always knows what is being developed, because there is only one theme to track. His
humor is generous: it invites the listener to share the joke, to be delighted by the
unexpected turn. His forms are transparent because their deviations from expectation
are clearly marked.

Mozart works from the inside out. His effects are concealed — symmetries buried
beneath surfaces of effortless beauty, formal sophistication that reveals itself only
through repeated hearing and careful analysis. His thematic profusion means that the
listener must track multiple ideas simultaneously, following their interactions and
mutual transformations. His expressiveness is less overt than Haydn’s: where Haydn

surprises, Mozart deepens. Where Haydn disrupts, Mozart interconnects.
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But both are engaged in the same project: the creation of musical forms in which
tonal motion — the tension between keys, the drama of departure and return — is the
primary structural force. Both inherited the periodic phrase structure and clear harmonic
articulation of opera buffa. Both built on the contrapuntal and harmonic legacy of Bach.
Both discovered that the simplification of musical surfaces was not a loss of complexity
but a gain in structural audibility — that by making the surface clear, they made the

deep structure hearable.

The lessons that follow will trace how Beethoven inherited and transformed this
tradition, pushing tonal drama to its breaking point. But before we reach Beethoven, you
must hear Haydn and Mozart clearly — not as predecessors to a greater figure, but as
supreme masters in their own right, whose music repays the closest attention you can
give it. Haydn’s wit and Mozart’s concealed perfection are not stepping stones to
something else. They are the thing itself — the high Classical style in its fullest
realization, a music of such formal intelligence and expressive richness that it continues
to reveal new depths after two and a half centuries of listening.

Listen to them. Listen again. What you hear on the third listening that you missed on
the first is the measure of their art.
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PART lll: TONAL ARCHITECTURE
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Lesson 14: The Classical Style 11l — Beethoven
and the Expansion of Drama

The common narrative of music history treats Beethoven as a revolutionary who
shattered Classical conventions and ushered in Romanticism. This is at best a half-truth,
and at worst a fundamental misunderstanding. What Rosen demonstrates with great
precision is that Beethoven did not break with the Classical style — he extended it. He
took the structural principles that Haydn and Mozart had discovered, the dramatization
of tonal tension that defined their achievement, and amplified those principles to a scale
that his predecessors would not have imagined but would certainly have recognized.
Every Beethovenian innovation — the vast development sections, the motivic obsession,
the extremes of dynamic and register — is an intensification of Classical logic, not a
departure from it.

This distinction matters enormously for how we listen. If Beethoven is a
revolutionary, his music is about breaking rules. If he is an extender, his music is about
discovering how much pressure the existing rules can bear — and the answer turns out

to be: far more than anyone expected.

The Development Section as Engine

To understand what Beethoven changed, we need to recall the proportional logic of the
Classical sonata movement as Haydn and Mozart practiced it. In their mature works, the
exposition, development, and recapitulation exist in rough equilibrium. The
development section is typically the shortest of the three, a concentrated passage of
harmonic instability that leads back to the home key. In a Haydn symphony, the
development might run thirty or forty bars — efficient, witty, just enough to create the
tension that the recapitulation will release. The development serves the recapitulation; it
is the dominant upbeat to a tonic downbeat.

Beethoven discovered that this relationship could be inverted. The development
section could become not the servant of the recapitulation but the center of gravity of the
entire movement — the arena where the real drama unfolds. Consider the first
movement of the Eroica Symphony, completed in 1804. The exposition alone is
enormous by Classical standards — 152 bars, with a bewildering profusion of thematic
ideas. But the development dwarfs it: 245 bars of continuous, escalating musical
argument. This is longer than many complete Classical movements. The development
section of the Eroica contains within it what amounts to an entire additional sonata
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process — new thematic material appears (the famous E-minor theme that has no
precedent in the exposition), fugal textures develop and dissolve, the music passes
through remote keys with a relentlessness that would have struck Haydn as almost
reckless.

And yet — and this is the crucial point — the structural logic is entirely Classical.
The development intensifies the tonal dissonance that the exposition established. It
prolongs the dominant, delays the return to the tonic, builds the expectation of
resolution to an almost unbearable pitch. When the recapitulation finally arrives (with
those extraordinary horn calls entering “too early” over a dominant pedal, a passage
that famously caused Beethoven’s pupil Ries to think the horn player had miscounted),
the release is proportional to the accumulated tension. Beethoven has not changed the
grammar of sonata form. He has discovered that the grammar can sustain far longer and

more complex sentences than anyone had previously attempted.

Think of it this way: Haydn writes development sections the way a great short-story
writer constructs a central conflict — economically, with every word earning its place.
Beethoven writes them the way a novelist builds toward a climax — through
accumulation, layering, the gradual intensification of pressure over a vast span. Both are
valid approaches to dramatic narrative. But they demand different things from the
listener’s attention and memory.

Motivic Integration

Beethoven also took Haydn’s principle of thematic economy — deriving maximum
variety from minimum material — and pushed it to a limit that borders on the obsessive.
The most famous example is unavoidable because it is also the most vivid. The first
movement of the Fifth Symphony grows entirely from four notes: three repeated G’s
followed by a descending E-flat. Short-short-short-long. This rhythmic-melodic cell
generates the first theme, the transition, the second theme (which inherits the rhythmic
pattern even as it changes character), the closing group, and the entirety of the
development section. It generates much of the second, third, and fourth movements as
well. The scherzo’s opening is a direct transformation. The famous bridge from the third
movement to the finale takes the rhythmic cell and stretches it across a passage of
extraordinary suspense — a dominant pedal prolonged over fifty bars of hushed,
pulsing repetition before the blazing C-major arrival of the finale.

This is not a compositional trick, a clever thematic motto applied as decoration. It is a
profound commitment to organic unity — the conviction that a musical work should
grow from a single generative idea the way an oak grows from an acorn. Every surface
event, every melodic turn and rhythmic gesture, can be traced back to those four notes.
The unity is not imposed from without but generated from within.
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For jazz musicians, this concept resonates directly with the practice of motivic
development in improvisation. The difference is that Beethoven’s motivic process is
composed — fixed, permanent, worked out with a craftsman’s precision over months or
years of sketching. But the underlying principle is identical: take a small idea and
discover everything it can become.

The Late Style

Charles Rosen’s expanded edition of The Classical Style includes a chapter on late
Beethoven — a necessary addition, because the late works represent a transformation so
radical that they demand separate consideration while remaining, in Rosen’s argument,
fundamentally connected to Classical principles.

The late works include the last five piano sonatas (Opp. 101, 106, 109, 110, 111), the
Diabelli Variations, the Missa Solemnis, the Ninth Symphony, and the late string quartets
(Opp. 127, 130, 131, 132, 135, and the Grosse Fuge, Op. 133). These pieces push every
parameter of the Classical style to its limit and, in some cases, beyond what

contemporaries could comprehend.

The Hammerklavier Sonata, Op. 106, is perhaps the clearest example of expansion as
principle. Its first movement is a sonata form of extraordinary dimensions — the
development section alone is a vast contrapuntal labyrinth. The slow movement is one
of the longest in the entire piano literature, an Adagio sostenuto in F-sharp minor of
devastating emotional depth. The finale is a fugue of ferocious technical and intellectual
difficulty, preceded by a slow introduction in which Beethoven seems to search through
various textures and keys before arriving at the fugue subject — as if the music is
composing itself in real time, trying out possibilities and discarding them.

The Diabelli Variations take a trivial waltz by the publisher Anton Diabelli and
subject it to thirty-three transformations that encompass virtually every compositional
technique available: fugue, canon, slow aria, march, parody, French overture, and a
concluding minuet of exquisite simplicity. The work is simultaneously a compendium of
the entire Western musical tradition and a demonstration that the most unpromising
material can yield inexhaustible riches if the composer’s imagination is sufficiently
powerful.

The late quartets are the summit. The Quartet in C-sharp minor, Op. 131, runs seven
movements played without a break, beginning with a fugue of aching beauty and
ending with a sonata-form movement of fierce energy. The Grosse Fuge, originally the
finale of Op. 130, combines fugal procedure with a violence and dissonance that shocked
early listeners. The double fugue subjects clash in intervals of seconds and sevenths; the
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rhythms are jagged and irregular; the dynamic extremes suggest an orchestra rather than
four stringed instruments. It is a work that looks forward to the twentieth century while

remaining rooted in the contrapuntal tradition of Bach.

What connects all these late works is a willingness to pursue an idea to its ultimate
conclusion regardless of the comfort of the listener. Beethoven'’s late style is not obscure
for the sake of obscurity — it is rigorous beyond what convention demands. The
counterpoint is stricter, the forms more complex, the harmonic language more daring,
the emotional range wider. These are works that assume a listener willing to follow the

argument wherever it leads.

Structural Dissonance Expanded

Recall the concept of structural dissonance from our discussions of Haydn and Mozart:
the idea that tonal music creates drama not just at the surface level (dissonant chords
resolving to consonant ones) but at the deepest structural level (the move away from the
home key creating a large-scale dissonance that the entire movement must resolve).

Beethoven expands this principle in every dimension.

Consider the opening of the Eroica Symphony. The movement begins with two
crashing E-flat major chords — as clear a statement of the home key as possible. The
cello then presents the main theme, which outlines the E-flat major triad: E-flat, G, E-flat,
B-flat, E-flat. Pure tonic. But in bar 7, the melody reaches a C-sharp — a note entirely
foreign to E-flat major. It is an appoggiatura that resolves down to D, but its impact is
seismic. This single chromatic note, arriving so early and so prominently, creates a
structural dissonance that infects the entire first movement. The C-sharp (or,
enharmonically, D-flat) echoes throughout the development section, drives the famous
new theme in E minor (a key related to C-sharp through enharmonic equivalence), and
generates harmonic tensions that are not fully resolved until the movement’s final bars.
One note, placed with surgical precision, generates 691 bars of musical consequences.

This is structural dissonance operating at the highest level — a single pitch-class
contradiction that ramifies through an entire movement. Haydn plants surprises; Mozart
conceals elegant asymmetries; Beethoven introduces contradictions so fundamental that
their resolution requires an immense musical argument.

The Appassionata Sonata, Op. 57 in F minor, offers another vivid example. The first
movement opens with a theme in bare octaves that descends through the F-minor triad,
then is immediately restated a half-step higher, in G-flat major. This semitone
relationship — F minor against G-flat/F-sharp — becomes the structural dissonance of
the entire sonata. The development section is a relentless accumulation of energy over a
dominant pedal, the repeated-note figuration building in dynamics and register until the

recapitulation arrives not as a gentle homecoming but as a cataclysm. The second
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movement, a set of variations on a hymn-like theme in D-flat major, provides temporary
repose. But the finale, in perpetual motion, unleashes the energy that the first movement
accumulated, and the coda — marked Presto — is one of the most violent passages in
the entire piano literature.

What sustains the listener’s attention across these vast spans is precisely the
structural tension. Beethoven does not merely extend the length of his movements; he
extends the tension, keeping the structural dissonance active and unresolved far longer
than Haydn or Mozart would have dared. The length is not padding. It is the time

required for the dramatic argument to unfold at the scale Beethoven demands.

Analysis: The Fifth Symphony, First Movement

Let us trace the argument of the Fifth Symphony’s opening movement in some detail.
The movement begins with the famous four-note motif — three G’s and a descending E-
flat, played fortissimo by the full orchestra in unison. A fermata. Then the motif repeats,
a step lower: three F’s and a descending D. Another fermata. The effect is of a question

asked twice, each time more urgently.

What follows is a torrent of musical activity that all derives from this four-note cell.
The first theme group spins the motif through sequences, inversions, and rhythmic
variations, building to a fortissimo cadence that hammers the motif into the listener’s
consciousness. The transition to the second key area (E-flat major, the relative major) is
accomplished with remarkable economy: a single horn call based on the motif’s rhythm,

sustained over a diminuendo, opening into the lyrical second theme.

But even this contrasting theme carries the DNA of the opening motif. Its
accompaniment in the lower strings pulses with the short-short-short-long rhythm. The

second theme group cannot escape the gravitational pull of those four notes.

The development section — only 123 bars, compact by Beethoven’s standards but
concentrated with extraordinary intensity — fragments the motif into its constituent
parts. The rhythm alone drives sequential passages through remote keys. The melodic
interval (the descending third) generates new melodic shapes. A passage of terrifying
fortissimo chords alternates with hushed, searching episodes in which the motif is
passed between instruments like a whispered secret. The tension builds in waves, each
crest higher than the last, until the full orchestra converges on a dominant prolongation
— a sustained expectation of C minor — that explodes into the recapitulation.

The return of the opening motif in the recapitulation is one of the great dramatic
moments in all of music, not because it is unexpected (we know the recapitulation is
coming) but because the accumulated tension of the development has made the return
feel earned, necessary, inevitable. A brief oboe cadenza — a moment of individual
human expression amid the movement’s relentless collective argument — provides a
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fleeting point of repose. Then the coda extends the movement further, providing what
amounts to a second development section before the final, hammering affirmation of C

minor.

EXERCISE

Choose a Haydn development section from any of his London Symphonies —
No. 104 is an excellent choice — and a Beethoven development section from the
Eroica or the Fifth. Compare them not just in length but in strategy. How many keys
does each touch? How is the motivic material treated — fragmented? Sequenced?
Combined contrapuntally? How is the return to the recapitulation prepared — with
a brief dominant pedal or an extended one? The Haydn will reveal an architect who
builds efficiently and with wit: every bar earns its place, and the structure is
completed with nothing wasted. The Beethoven will reveal an architect who builds
cathedrals: the structure is vaster, the accumulation of material more
overwhelming, the sense of arrival at the recapitulation more dramatic because the

distance traveled was so much greater.

What allows Beethoven to sustain tension over such extended spans? The
answer is motivic integration. When every musical event relates to a central idea,
the listener’s memory has a thread to follow even through the most remote
modulations. Beethoven can afford to wander far from home because the motivic
connections ensure we never feel lost. The unity of material permits — even
demands — a larger canvas.

I JAZZ CONNECTION: COLTRANE AND BEETHOVENIAN DEVELOPMENT

John Coltrane’s extended performances in the 1960s represent the closest jazz
analog to Beethoven’s developmental method. Consider “My Favorite Things,” a
simple waltz tune from a Rodgers and Hammerstein musical. In Coltrane’s hands,
this sixteen-bar melody becomes the basis for improvisations stretching fifteen,
twenty, thirty minutes or more. The soprano saxophone takes the melody’s central
interval — a rising minor third — and subjects it to processes that parallel

Beethoven’s techniques with uncanny precision.

Coltrane fragments the melody into smaller cells. He transposes these cells
through multiple tonal centers. He varies the rhythm — compressing the figures,
expanding them, displacing them against the pulse. He gradually intensifies: the
phrases grow longer, the register rises, the rhythmic activity increases, the dynamic
level pushes higher. The process builds in waves, each peak more intense than the
last, until the solo reaches a climax of almost overwhelming sonic density — and
then resolves, returning to the simple melody.
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This is a Beethovenian development section. The structural thinking is identical:
take a compact idea, discover its implications through fragmentation, transposition,
rhythmic transformation, and gradual intensification, and build toward a climax
whose power is proportional to the accumulated tension. The difference is that
Coltrane generates this structure in real time, through improvisation, while
Beethoven worked it out over months of sketching. But the musical intelligence —
the ability to sustain a long-range argument from a single generative idea — is the
same.

“A Love Supreme” makes the connection even more explicit. The four-note bass
motif that opens the suite (corresponding to the syllables “A Love Su-preme”)
functions exactly like Beethoven’s four-note motif in the Fifth Symphony: it
generates the melodic and harmonic material of the entire work. Coltrane
transposes it, inverts it, augments it, fragments it, and builds the suite’s climactic
passages from its constituent intervals. The chanted title at the end of the first
movement — the motif sung on every pitch of the chromatic scale — is a moment
of motivic saturation that Beethoven would have understood immediately.
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Lesson 15: Sonata Form — A Way of Thinking,
Not a Mold

If there is a single idea in The Classical Style that should permanently change how
musicians understand Classical music, it is Rosen’s redefinition of sonata form. This
concept is so widely misunderstood, even among otherwise well-trained musicians, that
it is worth taking the time to dismantle the misconception before building up the reality.

The Textbook Version

Open any standard music theory textbook to the chapter on sonata form, and you will
find something like this: Sonata form consists of three sections — Exposition,
Development, and Recapitulation. The Exposition presents a first theme in the tonic key,
followed by a transition that modulates to the dominant (or relative major, if the tonic is
minor). A second theme appears in this new key, and a closing group confirms it. The
Development takes material from the Exposition and “develops” it — fragmenting
themes, modulating through various keys, building tension. The Recapitulation restates
the Exposition, but now both themes appear in the tonic key, resolving the tonal tension.

An optional Coda may follow.

This description is not wrong. It accurately describes the general outline of many
Classical sonata movements. The problem is that it sounds like a recipe — a mold into
which composers pour their musical ideas, the way you might pour cake batter into a
pan. First theme here, transition there, second theme in the dominant, development
section in the middle, recapitulation at the end. Follow the instructions and you get a

sonata form.

This entirely misses the point of what the Classical composers were doing.

Rosen’s Correction

Rosen’s formulation is precise: “Sonata form is not a definite form like a minuet, a da
capo aria, or a French overture; it is, like the fugue, a way of writing, a feeling for
proportion, direction, and texture rather than a pattern.” This sentence repays careful
reading. A minuet has a fixed pattern: a two-part structure with specific repeat schemes
and a trio section. A da capo aria has a fixed pattern: ABA, with ornamented repetition

of the opening section. These are molds. Sonata form is not.
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Rosen further observes that “sonata form could not be defined until it was dead.”
Carl Czerny, Beethoven’s pupil and a prolific pedagogue, claimed around 1840 that he
was the first to codify the form. But by 1840, the Classical style was already historical.
Czerny was describing what Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven had done; they themselves
never worked from such a description. They did not write “first theme groups” and
“second theme groups” because those labels did not exist. They wrote music that solved

a particular structural problem, and each piece solved it differently.

The structural problem is this: how do you create a large-scale musical argument — a
movement lasting ten or fifteen minutes — using the materials of tonal harmony? Tonal
harmony, as we have seen, is fundamentally a system of tension and resolution centered
on the relationship between tonic and dominant. A single phrase can establish this
tension and resolve it in a few bars. But how do you scale that same tension to fill an

entire movement?

The answer the Classical composers found — discovered, not invented — is to
dramatize the tonal polarity between tonic and dominant at the largest structural level.
The exposition moves from the tonic to a contrasting key (usually the dominant in
major-mode works, the relative major in minor-mode works). This motion away from
the tonic creates a large-scale structural dissonance — the piece has “left home.” The
development section intensifies this dissonance through modulation and fragmentation.
The recapitulation resolves it by presenting all the material in the tonic key. The motion
away and the motion back — departure and return — constitute the dramatic arc of the
sonata.

This is not a mold. It is a principle. And like all principles, it can be realized in an
infinite number of ways.

What Defines Sonata Form

Once we understand that the defining feature of sonata form is the dramatization of
tonal polarity — not the presence of two contrasting themes — several common
misunderstandings dissolve.

First, the “second theme” obsession. Countless textbooks treat the contrast between a
vigorous first theme and a lyrical second theme as the essence of sonata form. But
Haydn, arguably the inventor of the mature Classical sonata, frequently has no
contrasting second theme at all. In many of his sonata movements, the material in the
dominant is a transformation of the material from the tonic — the same theme in a new
harmonic context. What makes these movements sonata forms is not thematic contrast
but tonal opposition. The music moves from I to V, and that motion IS the drama.
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Mozart, by contrast, often does write sharply contrasting themes — but even in his
music, the drama is tonal, not thematic. The famous opening of the G-minor Symphony,
K. 550, presents a nervous, agitated first theme in G minor. The second theme, in B-flat
major, is lyrical and flowing. The contrast is vivid. But the structural drama lies not in
the contrast of mood but in the contrast of key: G minor versus B-flat major. The
recapitulation’s drama comes from hearing the second theme — previously in B-flat —
now in G minor, its character transformed by the change of tonal context. The same
notes, in a different key, mean something different. This is what sonata form IS.

Second, the transition is not a mere bridge. In the textbook model, the transition is
filler — the passage that gets you from the first theme to the second theme, from the
tonic to the dominant. In practice, the transition is often the most dramatically charged
passage in the exposition. It is where the tonal motion happens — where the music
leaves the tonic and arrives at the new key. In Beethoven's Waldstein Sonata, the
transition from C major to E major (an extraordinarily remote key choice) is a passage of
escalating intensity that constitutes the real drama of the exposition. The themes are
important, but what happens between them is where the form lives.

Third, each work creates its own expectations. Rosen writes that in sonata form,
“each work provides its own expectations, disappoints and finally fulfills them.” No two
sonata movements are identical in form. They share a principle — tonal departure and
return — but the specific realization varies enormously. Some movements have long,
elaborate developments. Others have developments that are startlingly brief. Some
recapitulations are literal repeats of the exposition (transposed to the tonic). Others are
drastically recomposed. Some codas are perfunctory; others (as in Beethoven) are
virtually second development sections. The “textbook form” is an averaging of all these
individual solutions — useful as a rough guide, misleading as a prescriptive model.

The Exposition as Harmonic Journey

The most productive way to analyze a sonata exposition is not to label its thematic
sections but to trace its harmonic trajectory. The questions to ask are: Where does the
tonic end? Where does the new key begin? What happens in between?

Take the first movement of Mozart’s Piano Sonata in C major, K. 545 — the so-called
“easy” sonata, familiar to every piano student. The first theme establishes C major with
Alberti-bass accompaniment and a singing melodic line. But listen to what happens next.
The music does not simply arrive in G major for a “second theme.” It passes through a
transition that is harmonically active — a sequence that rises through D minor and
arrives at a half-cadence on D major (the dominant of G). Only then does the second
theme appear, confirming G major with its own cadential material.
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The exposition is not: Theme 1 in C, Theme 2 in G. It is: C major establishes itself,
then gives way to a process of harmonic motion, which eventually arrives at and
confirms G major. The themes are the audible landmarks of this journey, but the journey
itself is the form. Mapping the harmonic journey reveals the exposition’s dramatic shape
in a way that labeling themes cannot.

This analysis becomes even more revealing in works where the harmonic journey
takes unexpected paths. In the first movement of Beethoven’s Waldstein Sonata, the
exposition moves from C major to E major — a third-related key that no textbook “rule”
would predict. The transition is a passage of extraordinary harmonic ambiguity, moving
through sequential patterns that could lead anywhere. The arrival in E major is
surprising, luminous, and dramatically powerful precisely because the path to it was so
circuitous. Labeling this as “first theme in C, second theme in E” tells you almost

nothing. Tracing the harmonic journey tells you everything.

Why This Matters Beyond Classical Music

Rosen himself acknowledged that the principles he describes extend far beyond the
three composers who are his primary subject. The idea of creating structural tension
through tonal or harmonic opposition is not limited to the period 1770-1827. It is a
fundamental principle of musical architecture that operates wherever tonal or pitch-

centered music is composed or improvised.

The reason this matters for jazz musicians is that sonata thinking — as opposed to
sonata form in its textbook codification — describes something that every effective
improviser does intuitively. A great solo is not a sequence of unrelated choruses. It is a
dramatic arc with departure and return, tension and resolution, intensification and
release. The specific mechanisms differ — a jazz improviser works with chorus
structures, harmonic rhythm, and real-time invention rather than with composed
thematic material and large-scale modulation — but the underlying structural logic is
the same.

The principle of tonal departure and return operates in jazz at multiple levels
simultaneously. At the level of the single phrase, a bebop line departs from and returns
to chord tones. At the level of an eight-bar section, the harmony moves away from and
back to a tonal center. At the level of the entire performance, a great soloist establishes a
character, departs from it (through increased intensity, harmonic adventurousness, or
textural change), and returns — creating a dramatic arc that spans the entire solo.

EXERCISE
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Select a Classical sonata-form exposition — from any Haydn, Mozart, or Beethoven
sonata, symphony, or quartet. Instead of labeling “first theme, transition, second
theme, closing theme,” perform a purely harmonic analysis. Mark every cadence.
Note where the tonic key is firmly established. Note where it begins to dissolve.
Identify the exact moment where the new key is first clearly articulated. Identify
where it is confirmed by a strong cadence.

The passage between the last firm tonic cadence and the first firm cadence in the
new key IS the exposition’s drama. That passage — regardless of what themes it
contains — is where the form comes alive. You will find that in some movements,
this passage is long and elaborate (Beethoven’s Eroica). In others, it is startlingly
brief (some early Haydn sonatas). The length varies; the principle does not.

Now perform the same analysis on a jazz solo you admire. Where does the
improviser’s “tonic” — their starting character, register, rhythmic profile — give
way to something different? Where does the departure begin? Where does the
intensification peak? Where does the return happen? You may find that the
improviser’s formal instincts mirror the Classical composer’s more closely than any
textbook comparison would suggest.

JAZZ CONNECTION: WAYNE SHORTER AND FORMAL EXPECTATION

Wayne Shorter’s compositions offer an illuminating parallel to Rosen’s description
of sonata form because they operate by the same principle: creating expectations
and then fulfilling them in surprising ways.

Consider “Footprints.” The form is simple — a twelve-bar minor blues with a
distinctive melodic shape. But Shorter’s melody creates specific expectations about
where the harmony will go and how the melody will resolve. The opening phrase
rises; the answering phrase descends. The harmony moves to the IV chord and
back. These are conventional expectations, established in the first chorus.

What happens in performance — in the classic Miles Davis Quintet recordings
— is that these expectations are systematically tested. Tony Williams disrupts the
metric regularity. Herbie Hancock reharmonizes the turnaround. Wayne Shorter’s
solo stretches the melody’s intervals, introduces foreign pitch collections, creates
local dissonances that take longer to resolve. Each chorus “disappoints” the
expectations established by the head — in Rosen’s precise sense of the word — and
the cumulative effect of these disappointments creates tension that the final
statement of the melody resolves.

This is sonata thinking without sonata form. The principle — establish
expectations, challenge them, ultimately fulfill them — is identical. The materials
differ (a jazz combo improvising in real time versus a Classical composer writing
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for an orchestra), but the structural intelligence is the same.

Shorter’s later compositions for Weather Report and for his own quartet push
this principle even further. Pieces like “Sanctuary” or “Aung San Suu Kyi” create
formal expectations that are so unusual, so particular to each individual piece, that
they resist categorization. Each piece, exactly as Rosen says of each sonata
movement, provides its own expectations. The listener must learn the logic of each
piece by listening to it, not by applying a pre-existing template. This is the highest
realization of formal thinking: music that teaches you how to listen to it.

The lesson for improvisers is clear: formal structure is not something imposed
from outside. It is not a set of rules to follow. It is something generated from within
the musical material — a sense of proportion, direction, and texture that emerges
from the specific character of the ideas being developed. The improviser who
understands this does not think, “I need to play a climax in the fifth chorus because
that’s the structure.” The improviser thinks, “This material is leading somewhere —

where does it want to go?” Answering that question, in real time, is the art.
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Lesson 16: Voice-Leading in Tonal Music and
Jazz

We arrive now at the concept that most directly bridges the world of Classical
composition and the practice of jazz harmony. Voice-leading — the art of moving
individual voices smoothly from one chord to the next — is not a Classical concept
applied to jazz, nor a jazz concept with Classical antecedents. It is the shared foundation
of all Western harmony, the deep structure that underlies both a Bach chorale and a Bill
Evans ballad. Understanding voice-leading transforms how you hear chord
progressions: not as a sequence of isolated sonorities, each independent of the last, but
as a web of simultaneous melodies, each voice moving purposefully from one note to the
next.

Schenker’s Insight

The most radical claim about voice-leading in Western music theory comes from
Heinrich Schenker, the Austrian theorist whose work, published in the early twentieth
century, continues to provoke both admiration and controversy. Schenker argued that
beneath the surface complexity of any tonal composition lies a simpler voice-leading
structure. The surface notes — the melodies, the arpeggios, the ornamental figuration —
are what Schenker called “prolongations” of a deeper framework. Strip away the
surface, and you find a “middleground” of simpler voice-leading motions. Strip away
the middleground, and you find the “background” — a fundamental structure
consisting of a stepwise descending line in the upper voice (the Urlinie, or “fundamental
line”) supported by a I-V-I arpeggiation in the bass (the Bassbrechung, or “bass
arpeggiation”).

This claim — that every tonal piece, from a Bach fugue to a Chopin nocturne to a
Brahms symphony, is ultimately a prolongation of the same basic voice-leading skeleton
— is controversial, and full Schenkerian orthodoxy is not what concerns us here. What
matters is the core insight, which is powerful and practically useful: voice-leading is the
skeleton of harmony. Chords do not simply succeed one another; they are connected by
the motion of individual voices. The quality of a harmonic progression — its
smoothness, its logic, its sense of inevitability — depends on how well those voices
move.
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This insight is not abstract. It has immediate, practical consequences for how you
voice chords, how you write for ensembles, and how you hear the harmonic structures
you improvise over.

The Bach Chorale as Laboratory

The purest demonstration of voice-leading principles in the Western tradition is the Bach
four-part chorale. Bach harmonized hundreds of chorale melodies during his career, and
these settings — each only a few phrases long — represent a kind of ongoing experiment
in voice-leading perfection.

The rules governing Bach’s chorales are well known to any music theory student:
avoid parallel fifths and octaves, move each voice by the smallest possible interval, hold
common tones between successive chords, resolve dissonances by step. These rules are
not arbitrary aesthetic preferences. They are descriptions of what happens when you
optimize for voice-leading smoothness — when you make each of the four voices
(soprano, alto, tenor, bass) move as efficiently as possible from one harmony to the next.

The result is music of extraordinary density and richness. Each voice is an
independent melodic line. The soprano carries the chorale melody. But the alto, tenor,
and bass are not merely “filling in” the harmony — they are singing their own melodies,
constrained by the requirement that these melodies must combine to produce correct
harmonies at every beat. The texture is simultaneously vertical (harmonic) and
horizontal (melodic), and the beauty of the chorales comes from the seamless integration
of these two dimensions.

Consider a simple progression in C major: I-IV-V-I (C major, F major, G major, C
major). If you simply stack triads in root position, the bass leaps from C to F to G to C —
melodic intervals of a fourth, a second, and a fourth. The upper voices all move in
parallel, jumping together from one chord to the next. The effect is clunky, mechanical,
and — crucially — it violates the voice-leading principles that create smooth harmonic
motion.

Bach’s approach is different. In moving from C major to F major, he holds the C in
one voice (it is common to both chords). He moves the E up by step to F. He moves the G
down by step to F, or if the voice-leading requires it, up to A. Each voice moves by the
smallest available interval. The bass may move to F in root position or may invert the
chord, depending on the overall melodic shape of the bass line. The result: the same
harmonic progression, but now each voice has a smooth, singable line, and the transition
between chords feels not like a jump but like a flow.

This is the principle. Everything else is elaboration.
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Applying This to Jazz

Jazz voice-leading follows precisely the same principles, though the vocabulary of
chords is extended and the context of performance is different. The most direct
connection is the “shell voicing” technique familiar to every jazz pianist and guitarist —
the practice of reducing a chord to its root, third, and seventh (and later, eliminating the
root to create rootless voicings that the bassist supplies).

The shell voicing is not merely a simplification for practical purposes (though it does
free up fingers for melodic embellishment). It is a reduction of the full chord to its
essential voice-leading components — the voices that define the chord’s function and
that connect most powerfully to the voices of the next chord.

The guide-tone principle makes this visible. In a ii-V-I in C major: the F (third of
Dm?7) resolves to become the seventh of G7 — it need not move at all, or moves by half
step. The C (seventh of Dm7) resolves down by step to B, the third of G7. Moving to
Cmaj7: the B (third of G7) resolves up by half step to C, or sustains as the major seventh
of Cmaj7. The F (seventh of G7) resolves down by half step to E, the third of Cmaj7. The
two guide tones trade functions chord by chord, connected by half-step or whole-step
motion through the entire progression.

What may not be obvious is that this is not a jazz invention or a pedagogical
shortcut. It is Bach chorale voice-leading, operating with seventh chords instead of
triads. The principle is identical: common tones hold, moving voices step to the nearest
available note, and the result is maximum harmonic clarity with minimum physical
motion.

Bill Evans and Bach

Bill Evans was explicit about this connection. “You can never play enough Bach,” he told
students. His practice routine included Bach chorales and inventions, and the influence
is audible in every note he played. Evans’s signature left-hand voicings — those rich,
close-position clusters that revolutionized jazz piano — are, in structural terms, Bach
chorales voiced with ninths, elevenths, and thirteenths.

The point here is to hear these voicings structurally — as voice-leading, not as chord
shapes. Take Evans’s rootless voicings for a ii-V-I in C. For Dm7, the left hand plays F, A,
C, E — the 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 9th. For G7, the voicing moves to F, Ab, B, E (incorporating
the flat-9 alteration). For Cmaj7, it resolves to E, G, B, D — the 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 9th.

Now trace the individual voices: the F holds or moves by half step to E. The A
descends chromatically to Ab to G — stepwise motion through the entire progression.
The C moves to B and stays. The E holds throughout or moves by step. Every voice
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moves by the smallest possible interval. The upper extensions — 9ths, 13ths — are not
tacked on as decorations. They participate in the same stepwise motion that governs the
thirds and sevenths. These are Bach chorales with extended harmony. The principle is
identical; only the vocabulary has expanded.

This is why Evans’s voicings sound so inevitable, so “right” — they follow the same
voice-leading logic that has governed Western harmony since the Renaissance. The
harmonic vocabulary is extended (ninths and thirteenths rather than just triads and
sevenths), but the principle is unchanged. Evans’s innovation was not to invent new

voice-leading rules but to apply the old rules with a richer palette of chord tones.

The implications for all jazz musicians, not just pianists, are profound. When you
understand voice-leading, you understand that a chord progression is not a sequence of
vertical sonorities but a set of horizontal lines. Your improvised melodies are, in
Schenkerian terms, prolongations of those lines — elaborations of a deeper voice-leading
structure. When you play a bebop line over a ii-V-I, the structural skeleton of your
melody traces the guide-tone motion: the line touches the third and seventh of each
chord at structurally important points, and the surrounding notes are passing tones,
neighbor tones, and arpeggiated embellishments. The surface is elaborate; the skeleton is
simple, stepwise, and connected.

George Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept

Any discussion of the theoretical bridge between Classical and jazz harmony must
include George Russell, whose Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization (first
published in 1953) represents the first major theoretical contribution to emerge from jazz
itself — not borrowed from European theory but generated from the practice and
aesthetics of jazz improvisation.

Russell studied briefly with Stefan Wolpe, who had studied with Webern, so there is
a lineage connecting the Lydian Chromatic Concept to the Viennese avant-garde. But
Russell’s project is fundamentally different from the twelve-tone method of Schoenberg
and his followers. Where Schoenberg used all twelve chromatic tones to escape the
gravitational pull of a tonal center — to create music in which no tone is hierarchically
privileged over any other — Russell uses all twelve tones to create a new system of tonal
gravity.

The central claim is striking: the Lydian mode, not the major scale, is the
fundamental scale of tonal gravity. Russell’s argument is that the Lydian mode (a major
scale with a raised fourth degree) is the only mode in which every note is related to the
root by a chain of perfect fifths. Stack fifths from C: C, G, D, A, E, B, F-sharp. These seven
notes form the C Lydian mode. The major scale, by contrast, includes F-natural — which
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forms a tritone with B, creating an inherent instability, a dissonance against the root. The
Lydian mode resolves this instability. It is, in Russell’s framework, the mode of

maximum consonance with the tonal center.

From this foundation, Russell builds outward. Beyond the seven Lydian tones, five
additional chromatic tones can be organized by their gravitational relationship to the
center — their degree of “distance” from the tonic. The result is the twelve-tone Lydian
Chromatic Scale: all twelve pitches organized not as equals (as in Schoenberg) but as a
hierarchy of gravitational proximity to a tonal center.

Russell’s concept stands, as he put it, “head-to-head with Arnold Schoenberg’s
liberation of the twelve-tone scale.” Both systems use all twelve tones. But Schoenberg’s
system abolishes tonal hierarchy; Russell’s system extends it. Schoenberg’s twelve-tone
row treats each pitch as functionally equivalent; Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Scale treats
each pitch as occupying a specific position in a gravitational field. The conceptual
difference is enormous, and it maps directly onto the difference between European
atonality and jazz's persistent commitment to tonal centers — even at its most
harmonically adventurous.

The practical impact of the Lydian Chromatic Concept on jazz has been profound, if
sometimes indirect. Miles Davis cited Russell as a crucial influence on the modal
thinking that produced Kind of Blue. The concept of organizing scales by their
relationship to a tonal center — rather than by their relationship to a key signature —
liberated improvisers from the chord-scale theory that treats each chord as an
independent event requiring its own scale. In Russell’s framework, the improviser
maintains awareness of a tonal center and navigates the entire chromatic field in relation
to that center, choosing notes that are closer to or farther from the gravitational core
depending on the desired level of consonance or dissonance.

This is voice-leading thinking applied to melodic improvisation. The improviser is
not choosing from a grab-bag of available scales but navigating a continuous field of
tonal gravity — moving toward and away from the center, creating tension and
resolution at the melodic level in the same way that Classical harmony creates tension
and resolution at the harmonic level.

Drop-2 Voicings, Spread Voicings, and Voice-Leading

The practical voice-leading principles we have discussed govern every standard jazz
voicing technique. Understanding this transforms these techniques from rote patterns
into expressions of a deeper logic.

Drop-2 voicings, essential to jazz guitar and ensemble writing, are created by taking
a close-position four-note voicing and dropping the second note from the top down by
one octave. The result is a wider spacing that sounds fuller on the guitar and projects
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better in an ensemble. But the critical point is that the voice-leading between drop-2
voicings follows the same principles as between close-position voicings. The same voices
move by the same intervals; only the register of one voice has changed.

To make this concrete: take a ii-V-I in close position — Dm?7 voiced as F-A-C-D
(bottom to top), moving to G7 voiced as F-Ab-B-D, moving to Cmaj7 voiced as E-G-B-D.
Now drop the second voice from the top: Dm7 becomes C-F-A-D (the C drops down an
octave). G7 becomes B-F-Ab-D. Cmaj7 becomes B-E-G-D. The voicings are wider, but
trace the voice-leading: the same stepwise motions connect the same chord tones. The
logic has not changed. Only the registration has.

Spread voicings and Thad Jones’s wide-interval big-band writing extend this further.
Jones’s voicings span two octaves or more, with voices widely separated — the effect is
spacious and rich. But each voice still moves to the nearest available note in the next
chord. The wider spacing creates a different color, but the connective logic is the same as
in a Bach chorale.

This is worth emphasizing because jazz education sometimes treats voicing
techniques as isolated patterns to be memorized — “learn your drop-2 voicings in all
inversions, then your drop-3 voicings, then your spread voicings.” This approach
produces musicians who know voicings but do not understand voice-leading. The
musician who understands voice-leading can generate any voicing from first principles,
because the voicing is not a pattern but a consequence of moving voices smoothly from
one harmony to the next in a particular register.

The Guide-Tone Line

The practical exercise that most directly demonstrates the connection between Classical
voice-leading and jazz harmony is the guide-tone line — and it is an exercise every jazz
musician should practice until it becomes second nature.

Take any standard — “Autumn Leaves” is ideal because its harmonic progression is
clear and its voice-leading is exemplary. Reduce every chord to its two guide tones: the
third and the seventh (or, in the case of major-seventh chords, the third and seventh; for
dominant-seventh chords, the third and seventh; for minor-seventh chords, the third and

seventh). Play only these two notes through the entire progression.

What you will hear is a pair of voices moving almost entirely by step and half step.
Through the first eight bars of “Autumn Leaves” in G minor (Cm7-F7-Bbmaj7-Ebmaj7-
Am7b5-D7-Gm), the guide tones trace two nearly chromatic descending lines. The
sevenths resolve down by half step to become thirds; the thirds hold or move by step to
become sevenths. The motion is smooth, continuous, and logical — a miniature Bach
chorale, stripped to its essential two voices.
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This exercise reveals the harmonic structure of the tune in a way that no chord-
symbol analysis can. Chord symbols tell you what to play. Guide-tone lines tell you why
the chords connect — what invisible threads of voice-leading stitch the progression
together. Once you hear these threads, you can never unhear them. Every chord
progression you encounter will reveal its voice-leading skeleton, and your
understanding of harmony will be permanently deepened.

For improvisers, the guide-tone line has a direct practical application: it provides a
melodic framework for soloing. If your improvised line touches the guide tones at
structurally important points — on downbeats, at the beginning of phrases, at cadential
moments — the voice-leading of the progression will be audible in your solo, even when
you are playing elaborate bebop lines or making adventurous harmonic substitutions.
The guide tones are the skeleton; your melodic invention is the flesh. Both are necessary.

But the skeleton comes first.

Voice-Leading as Shared Foundation

We can now state the unifying claim of this lesson: voice-leading is not a “Classical
concept applied to jazz.” It is the fundamental organizing principle of all Western
harmony — the deep structure that Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Bill Evans, and Wayne
Shorter all share. The specific harmonic vocabularies differ. Bach works with triads and
seventh chords within the conventions of eighteenth-century counterpoint. Evans works
with extended chords and chromatic alterations within the conventions of post-bop jazz.
But the underlying principle — that harmony is generated by the smooth motion of
individual voices, that chords are connected by stepwise melodic lines, that the quality

of a harmonic progression depends on the logic of its voice-leading — is identical.

This means that studying Bach chorales is not an antiquarian exercise for jazz
musicians. It is the study of the same principles that govern your art, in their purest and
most concentrated form. Bach’s chorales are laboratories in which the fundamental
experiments of voice-leading have been performed with a precision and rigor that has
never been surpassed. When you can hear the voice-leading in a Bach chorale — when
you can follow each of the four voices as independent melodic lines that combine to
produce harmonic progressions of astonishing beauty — you can hear the voice-leading
in a Coltrane ballad, in a Herbie Hancock voicing, in a Maria Schneider orchestra score.

The converse is also true. The jazz musician’s intimacy with extended harmonies —
ninths, elevenths, thirteenths, altered dominants — enriches the understanding of
Classical voice-leading by revealing how the same principles operate with a larger set of
available tones. The Classical theorist who understands only triads and seventh chords
sees voice-leading in three or four voices. The jazz musician who understands rootless
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voicings and upper-structure triads sees voice-leading as a richer, more complex web —
more voices moving through a larger harmonic space, but still governed by the same
laws of stepwise motion and minimal displacement.

The study of voice-leading, then, is not a bridge between two separate traditions. It is
the recognition that the two traditions were never separate to begin with. They are
branches of a single tree, rooted in the same soil of stepwise melodic motion and the
gravitational pull of consonance. To understand this is to understand something
fundamental about how Western music works — and to possess a tool of immense

practical power for composing, arranging, improvising, and listening.
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Lesson 17: Chromaticism and Its Consequences

Every tonal composition contains chromatic tones. This is not a paradox; it is the
fundamental condition of Western music since the Renaissance. The diatonic scale
provides seven pitch classes; the chromatic total provides twelve. The five remaining
tones are not foreigners awaiting visas — they have been active participants in tonal
music from the beginning. What changes across the history of tonal practice is the degree
to which these chromatic tones are structurally integrated, the extent to which they
challenge or reinforce the tonal hierarchy, and ultimately, the breaking point at which the

hierarchy itself ceases to function.

Understanding this trajectory is essential because you already live in its aftermath.
The chromatic language of bebop, the rapid tonal cycling of Coltrane, the suspended
harmonic fields of modal jazz — all of these are responses to the same problem that
occupied European composers from roughly 1850 to 1920. The crisis of chromaticism is
not an abstract historical episode. It is the ground beneath your feet.

Chromaticism as Ornament and Structure

At its simplest, a chromatic tone is a passing event — a note inserted between two
diatonic tones a whole step apart, dividing that whole step into two half steps. In a C
major context, the note F# appearing between F and G in an ascending line is a
chromatic passing tone. It decorates the motion from the fourth to the fifth scale degree.
It does not challenge the key. It intensifies the linear connection between two diatonic
tones.

But chromaticism can also operate at a deeper structural level. A chromatic
modulation — a pivot from one key to another by means of a chromatic alteration —
changes the tonal landscape of the music. The single note that shifts from natural to
sharp or flat carries the entire harmonic weight of a new key center. When Beethoven, in
the first movement of the “Waldstein” Sonata, moves from C major to E major (a
chromatic third relation) rather than the expected G major, the effect is not decorative. It
rewrites the structural premises of the movement.

Between these two poles — surface ornament and deep structure — chromaticism
operates at every level of tonal music. The history we are tracing is one of progressive
structural integration: chromatic tones move from the surface into the foundation, from
fleeting embellishments to load-bearing pillars, until eventually they bear so much

structural weight that the diatonic framework collapses.

129



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

Bach’s Chromatic Mastery

Johann Sebastian Bach’s Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue in D minor, BWV 903, stands as
an extraordinary demonstration of chromaticism contained within tonal logic. The
Fantasy opens with sweeping arpeggiated figures that establish D minor, then
immediately plunges into a recitative-like passage of startling harmonic instability. Bach
moves through remote tonal regions with an audacity that shocked his contemporaries
and continued to fascinate composers well into the nineteenth century — Beethoven
studied this work closely, and so did Mendelssohn.

The passage beginning at the recitative section traverses diminished seventh chords
in sequence, chromatic bass descents that pass through nearly every pitch class, and
enharmonic reinterpretations that allow a single diminished sonority to pivot toward
any of four different keys. Yet the piece never loses its tonal bearings. D minor remains
the gravitational center, and the chromatic excursions function as enormously expanded
elaborations of the fundamental tonal motions: tonic to dominant, dominant to tonic.

In Bach’s chorales, the procedure is compressed into four-part vocal texture. A
chorale harmonization like “Durch Adams Fall ist ganz verderbt” deploys chromatic
bass lines that create moment-to-moment dissonances of remarkable intensity.
Diminished seventh chords, augmented sixth chords, Neapolitan relationships — all
appear within the span of a few measures, all resolved according to strict voice-leading
principles. Each chromatic tone has a clear linear function: it is passing between two
diatonic tones, or it is a chromatic inflection that tonicizes a secondary key area. The
chromaticism enriches the harmonic surface without destabilizing the tonal structure.

This is the crucial point: in Bach, chromaticism is the servant of tonality. The richer
the chromatic surface, the more powerfully the diatonic arrivals are felt. The chromatic
passing tone makes the resolution more satisfying, not less. The momentary tonicization
of a distant key makes the return to the home key more dramatic. Chromaticism and

tonality are not opponents; they are collaborators.

There is a deeper principle at work here that deserves emphasis. Bach’s
chromaticism succeeds because it operates within a voice-leading framework of absolute
rigor. Every chromatic tone arises from a stepwise linear motion and resolves by step.
The chromaticism is PREPARED and RESOLVED — it never floats free. This is what
gives Bach’s most dissonant passages their extraordinary power: the dissonance is
always heard as a deviation from a consonant norm, a momentary intensification that
makes the return to consonance all the more satisfying. The voice-leading framework is
the container; the chromaticism is the pressure within it. When we get to Wagner, we
will see what happens when the pressure becomes so great that the container begins to
crack.
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The Nineteenth Century: Chromaticism as Structural Agent

The relationship between chromaticism and tonality shifted decisively in the nineteenth
century. In the music of Chopin, Liszt, and above all Wagner, chromatic tones ceased to
function primarily as embellishments of a diatonic framework and became structural

agents in their own right.

Before arriving at Wagner, it is worth noting the intermediate stages. Chopin’s
Prelude in E minor (Op. 28, No. 4) sustains a single melodic idea over a chromatic
descent in the inner voices that produces a continuously shifting harmonic ground. The
key is never in doubt — E minor is present at the beginning and the end — but the
journey between those two points passes through harmonic territory that strains the
capacity of Roman numeral analysis. Liszt went further still: his late piano works,
particularly the Bagatelle sans tonalite (composed in the 1880s, a title that announces its
program), use augmented triads and whole-tone inflections that dissolve the distinction
between keys. These are the stepping stones.

The crucial document, however, is the Prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde,
composed in 1857-1859. The opening measures present what has come to be called the
“Tristan chord” — a sonority that has generated more analytical commentary than
perhaps any other single moment in Western music. The chord itself, sounding as F, B,
D#, and G#, resists straightforward functional analysis. It has been interpreted as an
altered dominant, as a half-diminished seventh with an appoggiatura, as a French
augmented sixth chord, and as something that transcends functional classification
altogether. The debate is itself instructive: a sonority that admits of multiple functional
interpretations is a sonority whose function is genuinely ambiguous.

But the Tristan chord is not merely an isolated event. It is the opening of a sustained
harmonic process that lasts for the entirety of the Prelude — some sixteen minutes of
music in which the fundamental harmonic tension established in the opening measures
is prolonged, intensified, redirected, and ultimately left unresolved. The Prelude ends on
a dominant seventh chord, pointing toward a resolution that does not arrive until the
final bars of the opera, some four hours later. The entire Prelude, in a structural sense, IS
the dissonance. It does not contain dissonance within a consonant framework; it is a
framework of dissonance within which consonance appears only fleetingly, as a
momentary mirage.

This is what might be called the structural principle of the Tristan Prelude:
dissonance is no longer an event within a tonal structure; it has become the tonal
structure. The gravitational pull of dominant toward tonic still exists — Wagner’s music
is tonal — but it is stretched to such extremes that the experience of tonality becomes one
of perpetual yearning, perpetual deferral, perpetual non-arrival. The key is always about
to be established and never quite is.
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For jazz musicians, this should sound familiar. Think of how a pianist might voice an
altered dominant chord: the root is often omitted, the fifth is replaced by b5 or #5, the
extensions (#9, b9, #11, b13) crowd out the simple triad that theoretically underlies the
chord. What remains is a sonority of considerable ambiguity — it points toward a
resolution, but its internal content is so chromatic that the resolution, when it arrives, is
less a confirmation than a momentary clearing in a chromatic fog. Wagner arrived at this
sound a century before bebop, by a different route but with a strikingly similar musical
result.

Debussy: Harmony as Color

Claude Debussy’s response to the crisis of chromaticism was radically different from
Wagner’s. Where Wagner pushed the chromatic saturation of tonal harmony to its limit
while maintaining the fundamental syntax of tension and resolution, Debussy simply

abandoned that syntax.

In works like Prelude a l'apres-midi d’un faune (1894) and the piano Preludes (1909-
1913), Debussy employs harmonic materials that do not participate in functional tonal
logic. Whole-tone scales, which divide the octave into six equal whole steps, contain no
perfect fifth and therefore no dominant function — there is no leading tone, no pull
toward resolution. Pentatonic collections, drawn from the five black keys or their
transpositions, create a floating, centerless sonority. Parallel chord motion — triads or
seventh chords moving in parallel motion, maintaining their intervallic structure —
violates the most basic rule of tonal voice leading, which requires contrary and oblique
motion to maintain independent voices. In Debussy, voices do not lead anywhere; they
glide.

The result is that harmony in Debussy functions as color rather than motion. A chord
is chosen for its sonority — its brightness, its darkness, its opacity, its translucence —
rather than for its position in a functional progression. A whole-tone passage does not
“g0” anywhere; it creates an atmosphere, a wash of sound, a particular quality of light.
The dominant seventh chord, which in tonal music is the most directional of all

sonorities, appears in Debussy as a static, sensuous object, stripped of its urgency.

This is a genuinely radical departure. For the entire history of tonal music, from
Monteverdi through Wagner, harmony was understood as a temporal process: chords
existed in relation to what came before and what would follow. A dominant chord meant
something because it promised a tonic. Debussy broke that promise. His chords exist in
the present tense. They do not promise; they are.

The implications for the dissolution of tonality are profound. Wagner showed that
you could stretch tonal syntax to its breaking point while still depending on it. Debussy

showed that you could simply step outside it. Both paths led away from functional
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tonality, but they led in different directions: Wagner toward the chromatic saturation that
would produce atonality; Debussy toward the pitch-class collections and textural
thinking that would influence Messiaen, Boulez, and the spectral school.

The Crisis of 1908-1912

Between 1908 and 1912, several composers arrived — independently and by different
paths — at a point where tonal gravity ceased to function in their music. Arnold
Schoenberg’s Three Piano Pieces, Op. 11 (1909) and Five Orchestral Pieces, Op. 16 (1909);
Anton Webern’s Five Movements for String Quartet, Op. 5 (1909); Alban Berg’s String
Quartet, Op. 3 (1910) — these works are commonly described as “freely atonal,” a term
that usefully if somewhat misleadingly captures their condition.

In these works, there is no key. There is no tonic, no dominant, no functional
harmonic progression. Every pitch class circulates freely, without the hierarchical
organization that tonality provides. Dissonance does not resolve. Consonance, when it
appears, carries no structural privilege — a major triad is just another sonority, not a

point of arrival.

This is not chaos, and it is emphatically not incompetence. These composers had
mastered tonal composition at the highest level. Schoenberg’s early works — Verklarte
Nacht (1899), Pelleas und Melisande (1903), the Gurrelieder (1900-1911) — are monuments
of late-Romantic tonal mastery. The move into atonality was not a failure to compose
tonal music; it was a recognition that the chromatic language had reached a point where

tonal organization was no longer tenable.

The logic is compelling: if every note can be chromatically altered, if every chord can
be chromatically enriched, if modulation can reach any key from any other key at any
moment, then the distinction between diatonic and chromatic, between consonance and
dissonance, between structural tone and embellishing tone — all of these distinctions,
which are the very substance of tonal thought — dissolve. You cannot have a hierarchy
of twelve pitch classes in which all twelve are equally available at all times. That is not a
hierarchy; it is a democracy, and democracy, whatever its political virtues, is the end of
tonality.

The creative crisis was real: having abandoned tonality, what principle would hold
music together? For about a decade (roughly 1908-1921), Schoenberg and his students
composed “freely” atonal music, relying on motivic development, textural contrast, and
the expressionist aesthetic to provide coherence. The results include some of the most
concentrated and powerful music of the twentieth century — Webern’s Op. 5,
Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire — but the composers themselves felt the absence of a
systematic organizing principle. The twelve-tone method, which Schoenberg developed

in the early 1920s, was his answer.
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THE EXERCISE

Sit at a keyboard (or pick up your instrument) and play a simple I-IV-V-I
progression in C major: C major, F major, G major, C major. Listen to the clarity of
the tonal motion. Now add chromatic passing tones between each chord —
chromatic inner-voice motion, chromatic bass lines connecting the roots. The key is

still clear, but the surface is richer.

Now begin adding chromatic alterations to the chords themselves. Make the V
chord a V7(b5, #9) — G, Db, B, A#. Add a b13 to the IV chord. Flat the 9 on the I
chord. Keep adding chromaticism, replacing diatonic tones with chromatic
substitutions, adding chromatic extensions, lowering and raising every available
degree.

At some point — and you will feel this quite precisely — the sense of “key”
begins to dissolve. The progression still exists on paper, but the ear can no longer
track the functional relationships. The chromatic content has overwhelmed the
diatonic framework. You are hearing, in miniature, what happened to European
music between 1850 and 1910.

Now try the experiment in reverse. Start with a fully chromatic texture — play a
dense cluster of adjacent semitones, or a rapid chromatic scale in both hands — and
gradually begin to organize it. Emphasize certain tones, return to them, let them
function as points of stability. You will find that even a small amount of hierarchical
emphasis begins to create the sensation of a tonal center. This tells you something
important: tonality is not an all-or-nothing condition. It exists on a spectrum, and
the history of Western music from 1600 to 1920 is the story of composers exploring
different positions on that spectrum, gradually moving toward the far end where
hierarchy dissolves entirely.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION

Everything described above is your inheritance. Bebop IS chromaticism in its most
virtuosic form. Charlie Parker’s melodic language saturates the chromatic space
around each chord tone with approach notes, enclosures, and passing tones. A
Parker line on a ii-V-I in Bb major will touch every one of the twelve pitch classes
within a few beats, yet the tonal motion of the progression remains audible because
the strong-beat arrivals land on chord tones and the chromatic tones are
rhythmically subordinate. This is, in a precise historical sense, the same technique
Bach used in his chorales — chromatic embellishment that enriches the surface
while the underlying harmony remains functionally clear.
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John Coltrane pushed further. The “sheets of sound” style of 1957-1958
arpeggiates through chord changes so rapidly that the distinction between chord
tones and chromatic passing tones blurs. The ear cannot track individual changes at
that velocity; instead, one hears a continuous chromatic flux organized by the
underlying motion of the chord roots. And “Giant Steps” (1959) cycles through
three key centers — B major, G major, and Eb major — so fast that no single tonic
has time to establish itself. The effect is perpetual modulation, perpetual non-
arrival, perpetual chromatic motion — the jazz equivalent of the Tristan Prelude,
achieved by acceleration rather than prolongation.

The modal jazz that followed — Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue (1959), the Coltrane
Quartet’s later work — can be understood as jazz’s parallel to Debussy. Rather than
pushing chromaticism further, modal jazz stepped outside the functional chord
progression altogether. A mode is a collection of tones, a color, an atmosphere —
not a functional process. The parallels are not coincidental; they are structural. The
same crisis, the same solutions, working themselves out in a different musical
tradition separated by fifty years.
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Lesson 18: The Twelve-Tone Method

The twelve-tone method is Schoenberg’'s answer to the question that closed the
preceding lesson: once tonal hierarchy has dissolved, what principle organizes pitch?
The answer he arrived at, developed between roughly 1920 and 1923 and first fully
realized in the Suite for Piano, Op. 25, is at once radical and deeply conservative. It is
radical because it replaces the tonal system — which had governed Western pitch
organization for three centuries — with an entirely different structural principle. It is
conservative because Schoenberg understood his method as a continuation, not a
repudiation, of the compositional tradition running from Bach through Brahms. He was
not tearing down the house; he was building a new wing.

The essential problem, as Schoenberg saw it, was this: in the freely atonal works of
1908-1921, chromatic pitches circulated without systematic control. Any note could
follow any other note, any note could sound simultaneously with any other. This
freedom, while exhilarating, produced a compositional difficulty: without a system,
there was no way to ensure structural coherence across a large-scale work, and there was
a constant danger of arbitrariness — of choosing notes for no particular reason, or worse,
of unconsciously falling back on tonal habits and producing a pseudo-tonal music that
was neither tonal nor genuinely atonal.

The twelve-tone method addresses this by imposing a single constraint: all twelve
pitch classes must be arranged in a fixed sequence, and this sequence — the ROW —

becomes the source of all pitch material in the composition.

The Row

A twelve-tone row is a specific ordering of all twelve pitch classes. The composer
chooses this ordering, and it is a genuine compositional choice — different rows have
different intervallic profiles, different expressive characters, different structural
properties. The row for Schoenberg’s Violin Concerto is not interchangeable with the
row for Berg’s Lulu or Webern’s Symphony. Each row is the DNA of its composition,
containing in its interval sequence the melodic, harmonic, and contrapuntal potential
that the composer will realize.

Consider a hypothetical row: C, Db, Bb, A, Eb, E, F#, D, G, F, Ab, B. This is not a
melody, though it can be deployed as one. It is an ordered sequence of pitch classes with
a specific interval succession: ascending minor second, descending minor third,

descending minor second, ascending diminished fifth, ascending minor second,
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ascending major second, descending major third, ascending fourth, descending major
second, ascending minor third, ascending minor third. These intervals — this particular
fingerprint of rising and falling motions — will pervade the entire composition.

Note what the row determines and what it does not. It determines the ORDER in
which pitch classes appear. It does not determine register (the C can be in any octave),
rhythm (the notes can be any duration), dynamics (any loudness), articulation (any
manner of attack), or tempo. These remain free, and they are the means through which
the composer shapes the musical surface. Two composers working with the same row
could produce utterly different pieces, just as two architects building with the same
material could produce utterly different buildings.

The rule of the row is straightforward: the twelve pitch classes must appear in the
order specified by the row, and no pitch class may be repeated until all twelve have
sounded. This is not as rigid as it first appears. Immediate repetitions of a note (as in a
tremolo or a repeated-note figure) are permitted. Octave doublings are permitted. Notes

can be sustained across the entrance of subsequent row tones. The rule governs the
ORDER OF NEW PITCH-CLASS ENTRIES, not every sounding event.

It is also essential to understand what ”pitch class” means in this context, because it
is different from “pitch.” C4 (middle C) and C5 (the C an octave above) are different
pitches but the same pitch class. The twelve-tone system operates on pitch classes — it
organizes the twelve categories of tone (C, C#, D, and so on) without specifying register.
This is why register remains a free compositional choice: the row says “C comes before
D,” but it does not say “middle C comes before the D above middle C” or “the low C
comes before the high D.” The composer makes those decisions based on musical
judgment, and they are among the most consequential decisions in twelve-tone
composition. Webern’s music, with its extreme registral leaps, and Schoenberg’s, with its
more vocal registral continuity, demonstrate how profoundly the choice of register
shapes the musical result even when the underlying pitch-class sequence is fixed.

The Four Basic Transformations

From the single row, the composer generates a family of 48 related row forms through
four operations:

Prime (P): The row in its original form. P-0 begins on the first note of the row as
originally composed. P-1 transposes the entire row up one semitone. P-2 transposes up
two semitones. And so on through P-11. There are twelve prime forms, one beginning on
each pitch class. The interval succession is preserved exactly.

Inversion (I): Every interval in the row is flipped in direction. Where the prime
ascends a minor second, the inversion descends a minor second. Where the prime
descends a major third, the inversion ascends a major third. The interval sizes remain the
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same; only their direction changes. Like the prime, the inversion can be transposed to
begin on any of the twelve pitch classes, yielding I-0 through I-11.

Retrograde (R): The row played backwards. The last note of the prime becomes the
first note of the retrograde, and so on. This produces a new interval succession that is the
mirror image of the original. Twelve transpositions yield R-0 through R-11.

Retrograde Inversion (RI): The inversion played backwards, or equivalently, the
retrograde with its intervals flipped. Twelve transpositions yield RI-0 through RI-11.

Four types, twelve transpositions each: 48 row forms in total. These 48 forms
constitute the complete pitch material of the composition. Every note in the piece is

drawn from one of these 48 orderings.

The relationship among these forms is worth contemplating. Prime and retrograde
are related by temporal reversal. Prime and inversion are related by intervallic reflection.
Retrograde inversion combines both operations. These are the symmetry operations of
the row — the ways in which the row’s intervallic identity can be preserved while its
surface appearance changes. They are analogous to the operations a fugue subject
undergoes (inversion, augmentation, stretto) but applied systematically to the total
chromatic.

The Row Matrix

A useful tool for working with the twelve-tone system is the 12x12 row matrix
(sometimes called a “magic square” or “Babbitt square”). This is a grid in which:
+ The top row is the Prime form (P-0)

« Each subsequent row is a transposition of the Prime, arranged so that the first

column reads the Inversion (I-0) from top to bottom
« Each row, read left to right, gives a Prime form
« Each row, read right to left, gives a Retrograde form
+ Each column, read top to bottom, gives an Inversion form

+ Each column, read bottom to top, gives a Retrograde-Inversion form

All 48 row forms are thus contained in a single grid. Constructing this matrix for
your own row is the first step in working with twelve-tone technique, and the exercise at
the end of this lesson will guide you through it.

How the Row Generates Music

The row is a reservoir of pitch relationships, not a tune to be repeated. The composer

draws upon it in several ways:
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Melodic deployment: The row unfolds as a single melodic line. This is the most
straightforward use and the one most immediately audible. The opening of
Schoenberg’s Piano Suite, Op. 25, presents the row as a dance-like melody. But even
here, the rhythmic, dynamic, and articulatory shaping transform the abstract pitch
sequence into something with character, gesture, and expression.

Harmonic deployment: Adjacent tones in the row can be sounded simultaneously,
creating chords. A common technique is to divide the row into segments — dyads
(pairs), trichords (groups of three), tetrachords (groups of four), or hexachords (groups
of six) — and sound each segment as a vertical sonority. The row thus generates not only
melodies but harmonies, and these harmonies bear a family resemblance to one another
because they are all drawn from the same intervallic source.

Contrapuntal deployment: Different row forms can be combined simultaneously in
different voices, creating genuine counterpoint. One voice may present P-0 while
another presents I-5; the two lines are independent but related, since both derive from
the same row. This is directly analogous to the combination of a fugue subject with its
inversion, but in the twelve-tone context, the technique is generalized.

Distributional deployment: A single row form can be distributed among multiple
voices, with each voice receiving a segment. Voice 1 might take notes 1-3, voice 2 takes
notes 4-6, voice 1 takes 7-9, voice 2 takes 10-12. The order is preserved within the total
texture, but no single voice presents the complete row. This technique is particularly
important in orchestral twelve-tone writing, where the row threads through the

ensemble like a continuous thread passing through different fabrics.

Why This Is Not Arbitrary

Schoenberg was emphatic that the twelve-tone method was not a mathematical game.
He composed the row; he chose its intervals with the same intuition and craft that a
tonal composer brings to the choice of a theme. The row is a compositional idea, and like
all compositional ideas, it succeeds or fails on musical grounds.

Schoenberg’s famous statement — “My works are twelve-tone COMPOSITIONS, not
twelve-tone compositions” — places the emphasis precisely where it belongs. The
method is a means, not an end. It ensures the systematic circulation of all twelve pitch
classes (preventing any unintended tonal bias), it provides motivic unity (since all
material derives from one source), and it offers structural coherence without tonal
hierarchy. But none of these are goals in themselves; they are conditions that enable the
composer to write expressively in a post-tonal language.

Consider an analogy from jazz. When you practice a bebop scale in all twelve keys,
you are not playing “key exercises” — you are internalizing a melodic vocabulary that
you will deploy freely and expressively in performance. The twelve-tone row stands in a
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similar relation to the finished composition: it is the material that the composer has
absorbed and from which the music flows.

Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern: Three Approaches

The three composers of the Second Viennese School used the twelve-tone method in
strikingly different ways, which demonstrates that the method is a tool, not a style.

Schoenberg maintained the closest connection to traditional formal types. His
twelve-tone works include a suite of Baroque dances (Op. 25), a set of piano pieces in
Classical forms, and a violin concerto in three movements of recognizable concerto form.
His rows tend to contain interval combinations that occasionally suggest tonal fragments
— a perfect fourth here, a major-minor triad there — and he exploited these tonal echoes
deliberately. The result is music that sounds post-tonal but retains a recognizable
connection to the tradition.

Anton Webern pursued a different path: extreme concentration. His twelve-tone
works are brief — the Symphony, Op. 21, is about ten minutes long; individual
movements of the Variations for Piano, Op. 27, last barely a minute. Webern’s rows are
often constructed with internal symmetries: the second hexachord may be the retrograde
or inversion of the first. This means that the 48 row forms contain many duplicates,
reducing the actual number of distinct pitch-class orderings. The music that results is
spare, concentrated, and crystalline — every note exposed, every interval relationship
audible. Where Schoenberg’s twelve-tone music is rhetorical and gestural, Webern’s is

lapidary and geometric.

Alban Berg went in the opposite direction from Webern, toward inclusiveness and
expressiveness. Berg’s rows often contain tonal fragments by design. The row of his
Violin Concerto (1935) ends with four notes that form a whole-tone segment, and the
concerto famously quotes a Bach chorale. Berg’s twelve-tone technique is flexible to the
point of heterodoxy: he freely abandons strict row ordering when musical expression
demands it, he combines twelve-tone passages with freely tonal passages, and he uses
the method as one tool among many rather than as an absolute governing principle.

These three approaches should reassure you: the twelve-tone method does not
impose a single sound. It is a framework within which widely divergent musical
personalities can operate. Just as the tonal system produced both Mozart’s crystalline
diatonicism and Wagner’s chromatic saturation, the twelve-tone system accommodates
Webern’s aphoristic brevity and Berg’s operatic expansiveness. The system is a set of
constraints, and constraints — as any jazz musician who has spent a lifetime playing
over ii-V-I progressions knows — are the precondition of creative freedom, not its
enemy.
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THE EXERCISE

Construct a twelve-tone row. Begin by writing out all twelve pitch classes in some
order that interests you. Avoid obvious scale segments or triadic outlines (unless
you want them, as Berg did). Play through your row and listen to its intervallic
character.

Now construct the four basic forms. To build the Inversion: take the first note as
your starting point; for each subsequent interval in the Prime, reverse its direction.
If the Prime goes up a minor second from note 1 to note 2, the Inversion goes down

a minor second. Write out all twelve notes of the Inversion.

The Retrograde is simply the Prime read backwards. The Retrograde Inversion

is the Inversion read backwards.

Now compose a short melody (8-12 bars) using the Prime form. Give it a
rhythm, a contour, a character. Then, beneath it, compose a second voice using
trichords drawn from the Inversion: take notes 1-3 of the Inversion and sound them
as a chord, then notes 4-6, then 7-9, then 10-12. Distribute these four chords beneath
your melody in a way that feels musically satisfying.

You have composed a twelve-tone piece. The method is not difficult to learn.
The difficulty, as with all composition, lies in making something worth hearing.

For a further challenge, build the complete 12x12 row matrix. Place your Prime
form across the top row. In the left column, write the Inversion (I-0) from top to
bottom. Now fill in each subsequent row by transposing the Prime to begin on the
pitch class indicated by the left column. When complete, you can read all 48 row
forms directly from the grid: primes across, inversions down, retrogrades right-to-
left, retrograde inversions bottom-to-top. This matrix is your complete pitch-class
resource for any composition based on this row. Keep it on your music stand while
you compose — it is the twelve-tone equivalent of a chord chart.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION

The twelve-tone method has had a more complex relationship with jazz than is
commonly acknowledged. Bill Evans explored serial procedures in some of his
original compositions, using tone rows as melodic and harmonic sources while
maintaining a jazz rhythmic and formal framework. This is not so strange as it
might seem: Evans was a sophisticated harmonic thinker who was as interested in
Ravel and Debussy as in Bud Powell, and the extension to serial technique is a
natural continuation of his harmonic explorations.
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More broadly, Paul Musso’s pedagogical method, published in the Journal of
Music Theory Pedagogy, demonstrates how Schoenberg’s serial tone rows can be
applied in harmonically tonal settings. Drawing on Evans’s practice, Musso shows
that a tone row can serve as a source of melodic material over functional chord
changes — the row provides the linear content, the chord progression provides the
harmonic framework. This hybrid approach is not orthodox Schoenberg, but it is a
productive way to use twelve-tone thinking as a compositional and

improvisational resource.

There is also a deeper conceptual connection. The idea of “playing through all
twelve keys” — a staple of jazz pedagogy — is a different kind of chromatic
aggregate completion. When Coltrane practiced patterns through all twelve major
keys, or when jazz students run ii-V-I progressions around the cycle of fifths, they
are ensuring that all twelve pitch classes serve as temporary tonics. The principle is
the same as Schoenberg’s: no pitch class should be privileged over any other. The
method is different (key cycling rather than row ordering), but the underlying
aesthetic — the equal treatment of all twelve tones — is shared.
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Lesson 19: Combinatoriality — Babbitt’s
Structural Innovation

Milton Babbitt, who lived from 1916 to 2011, transformed the twelve-tone system from a
compositional method into a compositional science. This is not a metaphor. Babbitt held
an advanced degree in mathematics, and he brought to the study of the twelve-tone
system the same rigor that a mathematician brings to the study of group theory or
combinatorics. His question was not “how can I write expressive music using tone
rows?” — Schoenberg had answered that. His question was: “what are the inherent
structural properties of the twelve-tone system, and how can they be exploited to
produce richer, more controlled, more thoroughly organized music?”

The answer he developed over the course of six decades of compositional and
theoretical work is formidable in its complexity and elegant in its logic. It represents,
among other things, the most thorough application of mathematical thinking to musical
structure since the medieval theorists mapped out the intervallic ratios of just intonation.
But where medieval theory worked with acoustics — the physics of vibrating strings —
Babbitt worked with combinatorics: the mathematics of arrangements, permutations,

and exhaustive enumeration.

It begins with a simple observation about hexachords.

The Hexachord and Complementation

Divide any twelve-tone row into two halves: the first six notes (hexachord 1) and the last
six notes (hexachord 2). Since the row contains all twelve pitch classes exactly once,
hexachord 1 and hexachord 2 are COMPLEMENTARY — together, they account for the
complete chromatic collection. Whatever pitch classes hexachord 1 contains, hexachord 2
contains the remaining six.

This is true by definition of any twelve-tone row, and it might seem trivially obvious.
But Babbitt recognized that it has non-trivial consequences. If you are running two row
forms simultaneously in two voices, the hexachords of those two rows interact in specific
ways. The question is: can you choose row forms such that the interaction of their
hexachords produces additional complete aggregates — complete circulations of all
twelve pitch classes?

This is the question of combinatoriality.
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Combinatoriality Defined

A twelve-tone row is combinatorial if its hexachords can be paired with hexachords from
a specific transformation of the same row to produce new twelve-tone aggregates. Let us
be precise.

Consider a row whose first hexachord (H1) contains the pitch classes {C, C#, D, D#,
E, F}. The second hexachord (H2) necessarily contains {F#, G, G#, A, A#, B}. Now
consider the Inversion of this row, transposed to begin on F# (I-6). If the first hexachord
of I-6 happens to contain {F#, G, G#, A, A#, B}, then:

o H1 of the Prime ({C, C#, D, D#, E, F}) combined with H1 of I-6 ({F#, G, G#, A, A#, B})
= all 12 pitch classes

o H?2 of the Prime ({F#, G, G#, A, A#, B}) combined with H2 of I-6 ({C, C#, D, D#, E, F})
= all 12 pitch classes

This row would be INVERSIONALLY COMBINATORIAL: the first hexachord of the
Prime and the first hexachord of a specific Inversion together produce a complete
aggregate. And so do the two second hexachords.

The compositional consequence is immediate and powerful. If you run the Prime in
one voice and I-6 in another voice, every time both voices have completed a hexachord,
the combined texture will have produced a complete twelve-tone aggregate. Chromatic
saturation is guaranteed not only within each voice (which the basic twelve-tone method
already ensures) but also BETWEEN voices.

This is a qualitative leap in structural control. In Schoenberg’s practice, two
simultaneous row forms might or might not produce chromatic aggregates at their
hexachordal boundaries. Babbitt ensures that they always do. The vertical dimension —
the harmonic interaction of simultaneous voices — is now as systematically organized as
the horizontal dimension — the melodic succession within each voice.

Why Combinatoriality Matters Musically

The significance of combinatoriality is not merely theoretical. It has direct musical
consequences.

First, it prevents unintended pitch-class duplication at the hexachordal level.
Without combinatoriality, two simultaneous row forms might happen to produce the
same pitch class at the same structural point, creating an unintended emphasis — a kind
of involuntary “tonic.” Combinatoriality prevents this, ensuring that the democratic
circulation of all twelve pitch classes is maintained in the total texture, not just in
individual lines.
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Second, it allows the composer to create harmonic areas. Each pair of combinatorial
row forms defines a specific harmonic region — a specific collection of pitch classes that
the listener hears in a specific temporal span. The composer can then articulate form by
moving between different combinatorial pairs, just as a tonal composer articulates form
by moving between keys. The analogy is not perfect, but it is not empty: combinatorial
regions function as structural landmarks in the same way that key areas do in tonal

music.

Third, it generates a richer family of relationships among row forms. In Schoenberg’s
basic system, the 48 row forms are related by transposition, inversion, retrograde, and
retrograde inversion. Combinatoriality adds another layer: certain row forms are
“combinatorially related” — their hexachords complement each other — while others
are not. This creates a hierarchy among the 48 forms, giving the composer a principled

basis for choosing which row forms to combine.

The Six All-Combinatorial Hexachords

Not all hexachords are equally combinatorial. Babbitt systematically identified which
hexachord types can participate in combinatorial relationships with all four
transformation types (P, I, R, RI), and he classified them according to how many
transposition levels yield combinatorial pairs.

Type A (First-order): The chromatic hexachord {0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5} — six consecutive
semitones. This hexachord maps onto its complement at exactly one transposition level
under each transformation type. It is all-combinatorial, but minimally so.

Type B (First-order): The hexachord {0, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7}. Like Type A, it has one
combinatorial transposition level per transformation type.

Type C (First-order): The hexachord {0, 2, 4, 5, 7, 9} — the diatonic hexachord, a six-
note subset of the major scale. This is all-combinatorial at one level per type.

Type D (Second-order): The hexachord {0, 1, 2, 6, 7, 8}. This hexachord has two
combinatorial transposition levels per transformation type, making it twice as rich in
combinatorial possibilities as the first-order types.

Type E (Third-order): The hexachord {0, 1, 4, 5, 8, 9} — formed by three interlocking
minor thirds or, equivalently, by alternating semitones and major thirds. It has three
combinatorial transposition levels per type.

Type F (Sixth-order): The whole-tone hexachord {0, 2, 4, 6, 8, 10}. This hexachord is
maximally combinatorial: it has six combinatorial transposition levels per
transformation type. Since there are only two whole-tone collections, and each is the
complement of the other, the whole-tone hexachord maps onto its complement at every
even transposition level.
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These six hexachord types form the foundation of Babbitt's compositional system.
The choice of hexachord type determines the combinatorial resources available to the
composer: a piece built on a Type F hexachord has access to far more combinatorial row-
form pairings than one built on a Type A hexachord. This choice is itself a compositional
decision with structural consequences, analogous to a tonal composer’s choice of key or
ajazz composer’s choice of harmonic rhythm.

The Time-Point System

Babbitt’s ambition extended beyond pitch. If pitch can be organized by serial means,
why not other musical parameters? In 1962, Babbitt published a landmark article
introducing the time-point system, which applies serial organization to the temporal
dimension — specifically, to the placement of attacks within the measure.

The principle is straightforward. Divide the measure into twelve equal time points
— twelve sixteenth notes in a measure of 12/16, or twelve divisions of a triplet-based
meter. Assign to each pitch class a corresponding time point: pitch class 0 (C)
corresponds to time point 0 (the downbeat), pitch class 1 (C#) corresponds to time point
1 (the second sixteenth note), and so on through pitch class 11 (B) at time point 11.

Now, the intervallic relationships of the row can be mapped directly onto temporal
relationships. If the row proceeds from pitch class 3 to pitch class 7 (an interval of 4
semitones), the corresponding attack points are separated by 4 time units. The same row
that organizes pitch now organizes rhythm.

A crucial distinction separates this from Messiaen’s earlier experiments with
“duration rows” (as in the Mode de valeurs et d’intensites, 1949). Messiaen serialized
DURATIONS — how long each note lasts. Babbitt serialized ATTACK POINTS — when
each note begins. The difference is profound. Duration serialization tends to produce
uniform, undifferentiated rhythmic textures in which every note has a distinct length
and the result is a kind of rhythmic entropy. Attack-point serialization preserves the
possibility of rhythmic grouping, accent, and meter, because the durations between
attacks can create patterns of long and short that the ear interprets as rhythm. Babbitt’s
system is, in this sense, more musical — it serializes the aspect of time that matters most
to the listener’s perception of rhythm.

All-Partition Arrays

From the early 1960s onward, Babbitt's music was organized by structures of
extraordinary complexity called all-partition arrays. Understanding these requires
grasping three ideas: lynes, aggregates, and partitions.
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Alyne is a single voice in the musical texture — not necessarily an instrument, but a
registral or timbral stream that the ear follows as a distinct line. A four-voice array has
four lynes; a six-voice array has six.

An aggregate is a collection of all twelve pitch classes — a single complete
circulation of the chromatic total. In a twelve-tone composition, aggregates are produced

constantly: every time a row form is completed, an aggregate has been produced.

A partition is a specific way of distributing twelve items among the available voices.
If you have four lynes and twelve pitch classes to distribute among them, you could give
3 to each lyne (a 3-3-3-3 partition), or 6-3-2-1, or 5-4-2-1, or 12-0-0-0, and so on. Each
distinct numerical distribution is a different partition.

In an all-partition array:

1. Each lyne unfolds a series of concatenated row forms. Horizontally, every lyne

produces a succession of twelve-tone rows.

2. Each vertical column contains all twelve pitch classes — a complete aggregate.

Vertically, every column is a chromatic total.

3. The distribution of those twelve pitch classes among the lynes — the partition — is

different in every column.

4. Every possible partition of twelve among the available number of voices appears
exactly once across the entire array.

This fourth condition is the staggering one. For a four-voice array, the number of
distinct partitions of 12 into 4 parts (where order matters and zeros are allowed) is
substantial. For a six-voice array, it is enormous. Babbitt’s all-partition arrays
exhaustively realize every possible way of distributing a twelve-tone aggregate among
the voices of the texture.

The compositional consequence is a music in which the relationship between the
horizontal dimension (the melodic content of each voice) and the vertical dimension (the
harmonic content at each moment) is specified at every point — and specified differently
at every point. No two moments in the piece have the same vertical distribution. The
texture is in a state of perpetual renewal: the same twelve pitch classes keep recurring
(as they must, since every column is an aggregate), but they are distributed among the
voices in a new way every time.

The computational difficulty of constructing such arrays is genuine. The problem of
filling an all-partition array — finding a concatenation of row forms for each lyne such
that every column is an aggregate and every partition appears exactly once — is NP-
hard. Babbitt worked these out by hand, without computers, over weeks and months of
patient labor. The arrays for his later works, composed in the 1980s and 1990s, are
among the most complex combinatorial structures ever realized in a musical

composition.
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It is worth pausing to appreciate the scale of this organizational achievement. A six-
lyne all-partition array for a work like My Complements to Roger (1978) involves dozens
of concatenated row forms distributed among six voices, with every vertical slice
producing a complete aggregate and every partition of 12 into 6 parts appearing exactly
once across the entire work. The number of constraints operating simultaneously is
enormous, and the fact that Babbitt satisfied all of them while producing music of
rhythmic vitality and textural variety is a testament to both his mathematical ingenuity
and his musicianship. The array is the scaffolding; the music is the building. You do not
hear the scaffolding when you listen, but you hear the structural clarity it makes
possible.

The Sound of Babbitt’s Music

It would be a disservice to discuss Babbitt’s techniques without addressing the musical
result. His compositions — Philomel (1964) for soprano and synthesized accompaniment,
A Solo Requiem (1976-77), the string quartets, the piano works — are characterized by
extraordinary textural variety, rapid registral changes, rhythmic vitality, and a mercurial
surface that never repeats itself. The all-partition array guarantees non-repetition at the

structural level; Babbitt’s musical imagination provides it at the surface level.

There is a common misconception that this music is “mathematical” in the pejorative
sense — cold, cerebral, inhuman. This misconception arises from confusing the
compositional method with the listening experience. A listener does not hear
combinatorial hexachords or all-partition arrays, just as a listener to Bach does not hear
retrograde inversions of fugue subjects in analytical terms. What the listener hears is a
particular quality of surface — endlessly varied, harmonically rich, rhythmically
unpredictable — that results from the underlying structure.

Babbitt himself was characteristically direct about this. He wrote music for listeners
who were willing to attend closely, and he made no apology for the demands his music
places on attention. His notorious 1958 essay, originally titled “The Composer as
Specialist” (retitled by an editor as “Who Cares if You Listen?”), argued not that
audiences were unimportant, but that serious musical thought, like serious scientific
thought, had advanced to a level of complexity that required specialized knowledge to
fully appreciate. You would not expect to understand a research paper in algebraic
topology without training in mathematics; Babbitt saw no reason why the same should
not be true of advanced musical composition.

Whether one accepts this argument or not — and there are reasonable positions on
both sides — the music deserves to be heard on its own terms before it is judged. Too
much of the resistance to Babbitt’s work comes from people who have never actually
listened to it, who have formed their opinions from descriptions of its technical
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procedures and concluded, without auditory evidence, that such complexity must be
sterile. This is like refusing to eat at a restaurant because the chef has a degree in
chemistry. The proof is in the listening.

Put on Philomel and listen to what happens to the soprano voice as it interacts with
its electronic double. The structure is ferociously complex; the experience is of a human
voice in dialogue with its own transformed reflection, moving from confusion through
recognition to a kind of transcendence. The method generates the music; the music
transcends the method.

THE EXERCISE

Take the hexachord {C, Db, E, F, Ab, A}. This is the Type A all-combinatorial
hexachord, sometimes called the “Schoenberg hexachord.” Write it out: 0, 1, 4, 5, 8,
9 in pitch-class integer notation.

First, find its complement: the six pitch classes NOT in this hexachord. They are
{D, Eb, F#, G, Bb, B}, or in integers: 2, 3, 6, 7, 10, 11.

Now, transpose the original hexachord by T6 (up a tritone): {F#, G, A#, B, D,
D#},0r6,7,10,11, 2, 3.

Compare this transposition with the complement of the original: {2, 3, 6, 7, 10,
11).

They are the same collection. The hexachord, transposed by a tritone, produces
its own complement. This means that a row built from this hexachord can be
combined with its T6 transposition, and the two first hexachords together will
produce a complete twelve-tone aggregate. You have discovered a combinatorial
relationship.

Try the same procedure with the whole-tone hexachord: {C, D, E, F#, G#, A#} =
{0, 2, 4, 6, 8, 10}. Its complement is {1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11}. At which transposition levels
does the original hexachord map onto its complement? You will find that every odd
transposition (T1, T3, T5, T7, T9, T11) produces the complement. This is why the
whole-tone hexachord is sixth-order all-combinatorial: it has the maximum number

of combinatorial transpositions.

I THE JAZZ CONNECTION

The concept of partitioning a pitch collection among voices is not foreign to jazz. It
is, in fact, what jazz arrangers and pianists do constantly, though without Babbitt’s
systematic framework.
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Consider the act of voicing a chord. A C13(#11) chord contains the pitch classes
C E, G, Bb, D, F#, A — seven tones, potentially more with alterations. A pianist
voicing this chord must decide which tones to place in the left hand, which in the
right, which to omit, which to double. A big-band arranger must distribute these
tones among trumpets, trombones, and saxophones. Each decision produces a
different partition of the available pitch material — a different distribution of tones

among voices.

A rootless voicing that places the third and seventh in the left hand and the
extensions in the right hand is one partition. A spread voicing that distributes the
tones across a wide registral span is another. A close-position voicing that clusters
the tones within a single octave is yet another. Each sounds different; each projects
the “same” harmony in a different way.

What Babbitt did was to take this intuitive practice and systematize it
completely. His question — how many different ways can twelve tones be
distributed among the available voices? — is a jazz arranger’s question carried to
its logical extreme. And his answer — use every possible distribution exactly once
— is the answer of someone who wants to exhaust the possibilities, to leave no
voicing unexplored, to hear every way a twelve-tone aggregate can be split among
the voices of the texture.

There is something characteristically American about this ambition. Jazz
musicians speak of “playing through” a set of changes — exploring every harmonic
possibility, every substitution, every voicing. Babbitt’s all-partition arrays are the
ultimate expression of “playing through” — not through a set of chord changes, but
through the set of all possible ways a chromatic aggregate can be vertically
distributed. It is exhaustive, it is systematic, and it produces a music of
extraordinary richness precisely because it forces the composer to explore territory
that intuition alone would never discover.

The distance between Babbitt’s all-partition arrays and a jazz combo trading
fours on “Cherokee” is vast. But the underlying impulse — the desire to explore all
available pitch possibilities within a given formal structure — is shared. One
tradition explores these possibilities through improvisation and accumulated
practice; the other explores them through compositional pre-planning and
mathematical rigor. Both, in their different ways, are responses to the chromatic
universe that opened up when Bach first sent a melodic line through all twelve
pitch classes on its way from tonic to dominant.

There is one further connection worth making explicit. In jazz arranging, the
concept of “vertical density” — how many different pitch classes are sounding at
any given moment, and how they are distributed among the instruments — is a
primary compositional resource. A Gil Evans arrangement achieves its distinctive
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sound partly through the way it distributes dense chromatic clusters across
unconventional instrumental combinations. A Thad Jones chart for the Mel Lewis
Orchestra derives its harmonic richness from voicings that pack the chromatic
aggregate into tight registral spaces across the full big band. These arrangers were
not thinking in terms of all-partition arrays, but they were thinking about the same
fundamental problem: given a collection of available pitches and a collection of
available voices, how do you distribute the former among the latter to produce the
richest possible musical result? Babbitt’s contribution was to frame this question in
its most general form and to answer it with mathematical completeness. The jazz
tradition, characteristically, arrives at its answers through the accumulation of
practical wisdom across generations of working musicians. The question is the
same. The methods of inquiry differ. The musical results, heard without prejudice,
have more in common than either tradition has generally been willing to
acknowledge.
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PART IV: THE CHROMATIC
UNIVERSE
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Lesson 20: Wolpe’s Pitch Constellations and
Organic Modes

In the previous two lessons we examined Schoenberg’s twelve-tone method and
Babbitt’s combinatorial extensions of it — approaches that treat the complete chromatic
aggregate as a structural foundation, organized through rows and their transformations.
We turn now to a composer who shared the same commitment to chromatic totality but
arrived at a radically different method for working with it. Stefan Wolpe (1902-1972)
dismantled the row. He kept the chromatic universe but refused to march through it in a

line.

Understanding Wolpe matters for jazz musicians in particular because his influence
flows directly into your tradition. Gil Evans studied with him. George Russell absorbed
his ideas about pitch organization and spatial thinking. The free jazz composers —
Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor — work with small melodic cells developed through
juxtaposition rather than sequence, which is precisely the method Wolpe spent decades
refining. When you study Wolpe, you are studying the intellectual ancestry of some of

the most adventurous music in jazz.

The Abandonment of the Row

Wolpe was trained in Berlin in the 1920s, studied briefly with Webern, and was
thoroughly fluent in twelve-tone technique. He could write strict serial music and did so
in his earlier works. But by the late 1950s and into the 1960s, he abandoned the row
entirely. His explanation was characteristically direct: “I no longer use them, I only work

with a group of five or six pitches at a time.”

Why? The twelve-tone row imposes a sequential, linear ordering on pitch. Note 1
leads to note 2 leads to note 3. Even when the row is partitioned, inverted, retrograded,
or otherwise manipulated, the fundamental logic remains that of a SEQUENCE — a path
through chromatic space that has a beginning, a middle, and an end. For Wolpe, this was
an unacceptable constraint. He did not hear musical space as a path. He heard it as a
FIELD — an arena in which multiple independent events could coexist, interact, and
transform simultaneously, without any one of them claiming priority or direction.

The row, in Wolpe’s view, was too thin. It was a single thread when he wanted a
fabric. He wanted pitches to exist as what he called “reservoirs” — pools of available

material from which any number could be chosen and used freely, recombined freely in
exchange with other pitches drawn from “slightly altered, mode-like formations.” The
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key word is FREELY. Not randomly — Wolpe was no aleatoricist — but with the kind of
freedom that comes from working with a rich, multidimensional system rather than a

single predetermined sequence.

Pitch Constellations

In place of the row, Wolpe developed what we can call pitch constellations: small,
unordered collections of three to six pitches that function as autonomous agents in a
shared sonic space. A constellation is not a motive, not a theme, not a row segment. It is
a collection of pitches with a particular intervallic character — a particular “feel” in
terms of the tensions and attractions between its member pitches — that can be
deployed in any register, any rhythm, any dynamic, any articulation.

Consider a four-note constellation: C, Db, E, G. This collection contains a minor
second (C-Db), a major third (C-E), a perfect fifth (C-G), a minor third (E-G), a tritone
(Db-G), and a major third (Db-something implicit in the spacing). Each of these
intervals has a distinct character. The minor second is tight, frictional. The perfect fifth is
open, stable. The tritone is ambiguous, tense. When you play these four pitches in
different configurations — different orderings, different registers, different rhythmic
placements — you activate different subsets of these intervallic relationships. The
constellation is not a fixed entity but a field of possibilities.

Now introduce a second constellation: F#, A, Bb, D. This collection has its own
intervallic character — its own tensions, its own affinities. When these two constellations
alternate, overlap, or collide in the musical texture, the listener experiences a dialogue
between two distinct sonic worlds. The pitches are not following a predetermined path.
They are coexisting in space, each constellation asserting its own identity while
interacting with the other.

This is what Wolpe means by “set projection”: fragments of the chromatic aggregate
are segregated into autonomous pitch zones, each with its own character. The rate at
which all twelve tones of the chromatic aggregate appear becomes a compositional
variable in itself. Sometimes pitches lock into fixed, rapidly cycling sequences where the
aggregate completes quickly. Sometimes they float freely, with certain tones withheld for
long stretches, creating tension through absence. The aggregate is not a grid to be filled;

it is a landscape to be explored at whatever pace the music demands.

Organic Modes
Wolpe’s most original theoretical contribution is the concept of “organic modes” —

multiple, coexisting behavioral patterns that different musical materials follow
simultaneously. The term “mode” here does not refer to scales (Dorian, Mixolydian, etc.)
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but to MODES OF BEHAVIOR. Each pitch constellation, each textural strand, each
rhythmic pattern in a Wolpe composition has its own mode — its own speed of

development, its own characteristic contour, its own density and dynamic profile.

The analogy Wolpe preferred was biological rather than architectural. Think of three
different organisms sharing an ecosystem. A hawk circles slowly in wide arcs. A rabbit
darts in quick, angular zigzags. A river flows in a continuous, gradually curving path.
Each follows its own biological logic. They coexist in the same space but are not
coordinated by any overarching plan. Their interactions — when the hawk spots the
rabbit, when the river’s course forces the rabbit to change direction — are emergent
properties of the system, not predetermined outcomes.

In a Wolpe composition, you might hear a slow, sustained, lyrical line in the low
register operating according to one organic mode (gradual, curving, heavy) while a
rapid, pointillistic, percussive figure in the upper register operates according to a
completely different mode (jagged, light, explosive). These two modes coexist
WITHOUT HIERARCHICAL SUBORDINATION. Neither is accompaniment to the
other. Neither is the “main idea” with the other serving as counterpoint or decoration.
They are equal inhabitants of the same sonic ecosystem, each following its own
developmental logic.

This is a profound departure from most Western musical thinking, which tends to
privilege one element as primary (the melody, the subject, the row) and subordinate
others to it. Wolpe’s organic modes create a genuinely polyphonic space — not
polyphony in the Renaissance sense of multiple voices following the same rules, but
polyphony in the ecological sense of multiple organisms following DIFFERENT rules in
a shared environment.

“Thinking Twice”

The essential theoretical document for understanding Wolpe is his seminal lecture-essay
“Thinking Twice,” published in the collection Contemporary Composers on Contemporary
Music. This is one of the most remarkable pieces of writing about composition produced
in the twentieth century — dense, visionary, sometimes nearly impenetrable, but
extraordinarily rich. Several of its core ideas demand attention.

The Nondevelopmental Discontinuum. Traditional Western music, from Bach
through Brahms, proceeds primarily through DEVELOPMENT — a theme is stated, then
gradually transformed, elaborated, intensified, and resolved. The music accumulates a
history; what happens in measure 100 depends on and refers back to what happened in
measure 1. Wolpe proposes music that proceeds instead through JUXTAPOSITION. Each
moment is independently valid. One event does not grow out of the previous one; it

replaces it. The form is not a narrative arc but a series of autonomous statements, each
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complete in itself. Wolpe calls this the “nondevelopmental discontinuum” — a
continuous musical surface that achieves coherence not through development but
through the QUALITY and INTENSITY of each individual moment.

This does not mean the music is random or arbitrary. The discontinuum is carefully
composed. But its logic is one of CONTRAST and ADJACENCY rather than
TRANSFORMATION and ACCUMULATION. Think of walking through a city and
turning a corner: the view changes completely and instantaneously. The new view does
not “develop” from the old one. It replaces it. Yet the walk has its own coherence — the

coherence of a path through richly varied terrain.

“The ever-restored and ever-advancing moment.” This is Wolpe’s most compressed
and powerful formulation. Each instant in the music is simultaneously NEW (advancing
— it has not been heard before, it moves the music forward into unexplored territory)
and COMPLETE IN ITSELF (restored — it does not depend on what comes before or
after for its meaning; it has its own integrity, its own fullness). The music perpetually
renews without accumulating a developmental history. There is no sense of “we are now
at the halfway point” or “the climax is approaching.” Every moment IS the point. Every
moment is climactic or intimate or explosive or still, on its own terms.

This is extraordinarily difficult to achieve in practice. Most music that attempts
discontinuity ends up sounding either random (because the individual moments lack
sufficient internal quality) or secretly developmental (because the composer
unconsciously shapes the succession toward a goal). Wolpe’s mature music achieves
genuine discontinuous coherence because each moment is so intensely composed, so
rich in internal detail, that it can stand alone.

Complementary qualities. Wolpe thinks in terms of opposing forces: one section is
“gathering, centering” — pulling inward, concentrating, densifying — while the next is
“scattering, dispersing” — pushing outward, expanding, thinning. The interplay of these
opposites generates form not through narrative but through TENSION. The listener
experiences constantly shifting fields of force: compression followed by explosion,
density followed by spaciousness, weight followed by lightness.

Unforeseeability. “The concept of unforeseeability, non-influence, non-directivity...
every moment events are so freshly invented, so newly born, that it has almost no
history.” This is the aesthetic crux of Wolpe’s mature work. The music resists prediction.
Not because it is chaotic — Wolpe is not John Cage — but because each event arises from
its own internal necessity rather than from the listener’s expectations about what should
follow. You cannot anticipate the next sound by extrapolating from the previous one.
You can only receive it on its own terms.
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Constellatory Space

Wolpe’s language for describing his musical space is drawn directly from abstract
expressionist painting. This is not accidental. During the 1950s, Wolpe was embedded in
the New York art world. He taught at Black Mountain College alongside Willem de
Kooning, Franz Kline, Robert Rauschenberg, and John Cage. He was deeply influenced
by the way these painters thought about space, gesture, and form.

“Traditional thematic space,” Wolpe writes, is replaced by “a constellatory,
abstractionist space in which nonfigurative shapes, masses, and planes of sound move
freely and independently.” Notice the visual vocabulary: shapes, masses, planes. These
are not terms from music theory. They are terms from painting and sculpture, imported
into musical thinking to describe a conception of sonic space that conventional musical
terminology could not adequately capture.

In traditional thematic space, musical events are organized by their relationship to a
theme — they are statements, variations, developments, or recapitulations of thematic
material. In Wolpe’s constellatory space, musical events are organized by their SPATIAL
properties — their density, their weight, their position in register, their speed, their
trajectory. A cluster of loud, low, dense, fast notes is a different kind of spatial object than
a single high, soft, sustained tone, and their juxtaposition creates a spatial drama that
has nothing to do with thematic development.

Analysis: Form IV — Broken Sequences (1969)

Wolpe’s Form IV: Broken Sequences for solo piano is one of his last major works,
composed while he was gravely ill with Parkinson’s disease. It is a masterpiece of the
discontinuous method, and its title announces its formal principle explicitly.

The “broken sequences” of the title are exactly what they sound like: musical ideas
that BEGIN to develop in one direction — a rising figure that seems headed for a high
point, a thickening texture that appears to be building toward a climax, a rhythmic
pattern that starts to establish a groove — and are then CUT OFF and replaced by
contrasting material. The interruption is the point. The music systematically defeats the
listener’s tendency to project developmental trajectories. Every time you think you
know where the music is going, it goes somewhere else.

Listen for the following features. First, angular, percussive gestures alternating with
sustained, lyrical ones. These represent different organic modes coexisting in the same
composition — the percussive mode and the lyrical mode each have their own character,
their own internal logic. Second, quick, dense passages juxtaposed with spacious
silences. The silences are not “rests” in the conventional sense — they are not pauses
between events. They are events in themselves, spatial objects with their own weight
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and character. Third, pitch constellations that recur in different guises — the same
collection of pitches appearing in different registers, with different rhythmic profiles,
creating the sense that you are encountering the same “entity” in different states or from
different angles.

The form of Broken Sequences is NOT developmental. It does not build toward a
climax through gradual transformation. It does not “go” anywhere. It is
DISCONTINUOUS — a series of independently valid moments that coexist in
constellatory space. And yet it is not arbitrary or random. The succession of events has a
felt rightness, a sense of necessity, that arises not from logical development but from the
quality and intensity of each moment and the dramatic impact of its juxtaposition with
what came before.

EXERCISE

Choose a four-note pitch cell — say, C, Db, E, G. On your instrument, explore this
cell using Wolpe’s method. Play it in different registers: low and rumbling, high
and piercing, spread across the full range. Play it with different rhythms: slow and
sustained, rapid and percussive, syncopated, metrically free. Play it at different
dynamics: whispering, shouting, surging from one to the other. Explore the
intervallic relationships within the cell — isolate the minor second, the tritone, the
perfect fifth, and give each its own character.

Then introduce a CONTRASTING cell — perhaps F#, A, Bb, D. Give this cell a
different character from the first: if the first was angular and percussive, make the
second lyrical and sustained, or vice versa. Now alternate between them. Interrupt
one with the other. Let one begin to develop and then cut it off with the other. You
are composing in Wolpe’s discontinuous manner. The two cells are your pitch
constellations. Their contrasting characters are your organic modes. The
interruptions and juxtapositions are your nondevelopmental discontinuum.

If you are working in an ensemble, assign one constellation to one group of
instruments and the second to another. Let the two groups play independently,
each following its own organic mode. The resulting texture — two autonomous
musical organisms sharing a sonic ecosystem — is the essence of Wolpe's
constellatory space.

I THE JAZZ CONNECTION

Wolpe’s influence on jazz is direct and documentable. Gil Evans studied with
Wolpe in New York in the 1950s, and the impact is audible. Evans’s arrangements
for the Miles Davis nonet (the Birth of the Cool sessions) and for the great orchestral
albums (Miles Ahead, Porgy and Bess, Sketches of Spain) use contrasting instrumental
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“zones” — muted brass, woodwinds, tuba, rhythm section — with distinct timbral
and textural characters that alternate, overlap, and interact. These zones are not
accompaniment and melody. They are coexisting sonic organisms, each with its
own behavior, exactly as Wolpe’s organic modes prescribe.

George Russell took Wolpe's ideas about pitch organization and spatial
thinking in a different but equally productive direction. The Lydian Chromatic
Concept, which we will examine in the next lesson, organizes all twelve chromatic
tones not in a row or in constellations but in a gravitational field centered on the
Lydian mode. Russell’s concept shares with Wolpe the rejection of sequential
ordering and the embrace of spatial, field-based thinking about pitch.

In free jazz, the connection is even more direct. Ornette Coleman’s compositions
use small melodic cells — often just three or four notes — that are developed
through juxtaposition, interruption, and recombination rather than through
sequence or conventional development. Cecil Taylor’s piano music, with its
explosive clusters, angular gestures, and radical discontinuities, inhabits precisely
the kind of constellatory space Wolpe described. Taylor studied at the New
England Conservatory during the years when Wolpe’'s ideas were circulating
through the East Coast new music community, and the affinity is unmistakable.

Even in more conventional jazz practice, Wolpe’s thinking has something to
offer. When you are improvising and you find yourself locked into a sequential,
linear approach — running changes, playing patterns that follow predictable paths
through harmonic terrain — consider the Wolpean alternative. Choose a small
collection of pitches. Treat them as a constellation. Deploy them in different
registers, rthythms, dynamics. Interrupt yourself. Cut off a developing idea and
replace it with something contrasting. Let each moment be independently valid.
You may find that this approach opens up expressive territory that sequential
thinking cannot reach.
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Lesson 21: Stravinsky’s Rotational Arrays

Igor Stravinsky adopted twelve-tone technique in the early 1950s — a move that
shocked the musical world. The great neoclassicist, the man who had spent decades
writing music that seemed antithetical to the Schoenbergian tradition, was now writing
serial music. Many commentators treated this as a capitulation: Stravinsky had finally
acknowledged that Schoenberg was right. But this reading fundamentally
misunderstands what happened. Stravinsky did not submit to the twelve-tone system.
He colonized it. He took the serial apparatus and made it serve his own compositional
personality, his own aesthetic priorities, his own unmistakable sound. The result is serial
music that sounds nothing like Schoenberg or Webern — it sounds like Stravinsky:.

Understanding how he achieved this is instructive for any composer or improviser
who wants to use a systematic technique without being enslaved by it. The method
Stravinsky developed — rotational arrays — is a specific, learnable procedure that
generates a rich palette of melodic and harmonic material from a twelve-tone row. But
the way he USES that material is entirely his own, governed by the same compositional
instincts that produced The Rite of Spring and the Symphony of Psalms.

Hexachordal Primacy

The first and most consequential of Stravinsky’s departures from standard twelve-tone
practice is his treatment of the row as two independent halves. Schoenberg and Webern
treat the full twelve-note row as the fundamental structural unit. The row is always
twelve notes; it is always traversed completely before beginning again (with certain
exceptions in Schoenberg’s practice). The half-row has no special status.

Stravinsky consistently divides his row into two hexachords — call them alpha
(notes 1-6) and beta (notes 7-12) — and treats each as an independent compositional
unit. This is not merely a matter of convenience. It is a fundamental reconception of
what the row IS. For Stravinsky, the row is not a single twelve-note entity but a PAIR of
six-note entities. The hexachord, not the row, is the primary structural unit.

This has enormous consequences. A hexachord is small enough to be heard as a
unified collection — the ear can grasp six pitches as a “sound” in a way that twelve
pitches resist. It is large enough to contain significant intervallic variety. And it is exactly
half the chromatic aggregate, which means that a pair of complementary hexachords
(containing all twelve tones between them) can be combined, separated, overlapped,

and juxtaposed in ways that generate both variety and completeness.
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For jazz musicians, this should resonate. When you think about a chord voicing, you
are typically working with five to seven pitches. You hear that collection as a unified
harmonic entity — a “sound.” Stravinsky’s hexachords function similarly: they are
harmonic entities with a particular sound, a particular intervallic flavor, that can be
manipulated as units.

Rotational Arrays: Step by Step

The rotational array is Stravinsky’s method for generating a comprehensive palette of
melodic and harmonic material from a single hexachord. The procedure is precise and
can be followed step by step.
Step 1: State the hexachord. Take hexachord alpha in its original order. For example:
Eb, E, Bb, Ab, A, D. These six pitches, in this order, constitute the first row of the array.
Step 2: Rotate. Move the first pitch to the end of the sequence. The result is the
second rotation: E, Bb, Ab, A, D, Eb. Rotate again: Bb, Ab, A, D, Eb, E. Continue until you

have generated all six rotations:

Rotation Pitches

0 Eb, E, Bb, Ab, A, D

1E, Bb, Ab, A, D, Eb
2 Bb, Ab, A, D, Eb, E
3Ab,A,D,EbE Bb
4 A, D, Eb, E, Bb, Ab
5D, Eb, E, Bb, Ab, A

Step 3: Transpose. This is the crucial step that distinguishes Stravinsky’s method
from simple rotation. Transpose each rotation so that it BEGINS on the same pitch as the
original hexachord — in this case, Eb. Rotation 0 already begins on Eb, so it stays as is.
Rotation 1 begins on E, which is one semitone above Eb, so transpose the entire rotation
down one semitone. Rotation 2 begins on Bb, which is a tritone above Eb, so transpose
down a tritone (or up a tritone — same thing). And so on for each rotation.

The result is a 6x6 grid in which every row begins on Eb but contains a DIFFERENT
succession of intervals. The original intervallic content of the hexachord has been
systematically transformed by the combination of rotation and transposition.

Step 4: Construct the array. Arrange the six transposed rotations in a grid:
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Coll Col2 Col3 Col4 Col5 Cole6
Row 0 Eb E Bb Ab A D

Row 1 Eb A G Ab Db D
Row 2 Eb D Eb Ab A Bb
Row3EbEABbBF
Row 4 Eb Ab A Bb E Eb
Row 5Eb EFBb A Ab

(Note: the specific pitches in this example are illustrative — the exact transpositions

depend on the intervallic content of the original hexachord.)

Step 5: Repeat for all forms. Construct analogous arrays for hexachord beta, and for
both hexachords of the Inversion, Retrograde, and Inverse-Retrograde forms of the row.

This yields up to sixteen 6x6 arrays — a vast reservoir of organized pitch material.

Reading the Array

The array is not a score. It is a PALETTE — a structured collection of possibilities from
which Stravinsky selects. The two primary ways of reading it correspond to the two

fundamental dimensions of musical texture.

Horizontal reading: melody. Each row of the array is a six-note melodic sequence.
Because each row begins on the same pitch but contains different interval successions,
the six rows offer six different melodic paths, all rooted in the same starting point but
diverging in different directions. Stravinsky uses these as melodic lines, assigning them
to different instruments or voices.

Vertical reading: harmony. Each column of the array produces a simultaneity — a
chord. Read column 1 and you get six Ebs (an octave doubling). Read column 3 and you
get a collection of six different pitches forming a chord. These “Stravinsky verticals” are
one of the most distinctive features of his serial music. They generate harmonic
collections that are UNAVAILABLE through standard serial operations (transposition,
inversion, retrograde). They often have a pronounced whole-tone or octatonic character
— the same harmonic flavors that pervade Stravinsky’s earlier, non-serial music.

This is a critical point. The rotational array, through its combination of rotation and
transposition, systematically generates harmonies that echo Stravinsky’s pre-serial
harmonic language. The technique does not impose an alien harmonic world on
Stravinsky; it regenerates his own harmonic world through a new mechanism. This is
why his serial music sounds like Stravinsky and not like Schoenberg.
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Diagonal and selective reading. Stravinsky does not limit himself to strictly
horizontal or vertical readings. He moves freely through the array, selecting pitches from
different rows and columns as the musical context demands. The array is a map of the
territory, but the composer chooses the path.

Why It Sounds Like Stravinsky

Anyone who has listened to even a few measures of The Rite of Spring can recognize
Stravinsky’s music instantly. The serial works — Agon, Threni, Movements, Requiem
Canticles — are unmistakably by the same composer. The twelve-tone technique changes
the harmonic content but does not alter the fundamental compositional characteristics
that define Stravinsky’s sound. These characteristics persist because they are not
HARMONIC traits but PROCEDURAL ones — they concern HOW Stravinsky
composes, not WHAT pitches he uses.

Block form. From Petrushka through Requiem Canticles, Stravinsky constructs his
music from blocks — self-contained sections that are juxtaposed without transitional
material. One block ends; the next begins. There is no gradual morphing of one section
into another. The serial works maintain this approach completely. Sections of Movements
follow one another with the same abruptness as the famous juxtaposed blocks of The Rite
of Spring.

Rhythmic vitality. Stravinsky’s rhythmic language — asymmetric meters, displaced
accents, irregular groupings, the constant friction between pulse and pattern — is
entirely independent of his pitch technique. It sounds the same whether the pitches
come from the octatonic scale, the diatonic scale, or a rotational array. The serial works
are rhythmically as vital, as unpredictable, as viscerally exciting as anything Stravinsky
ever wrote.

Registral fixity. In Schoenberg’s and especially Webern’s serial music, pitches float
freely through register — the same pitch-class may appear in a low octave in one
passage and a high octave in the next. Stravinsky tends to FIX pitches in specific
registers. A particular note will appear consistently in the same octave throughout a
passage or a section, giving the music a solidity, a “grounded” quality, that is
characteristically Stravinskian.

Repetition. Schoenberg’s twelve-tone method discourages the repetition of
individual pitches before the row is completed — each pitch should appear once and
only once in the aggregate. Stravinsky freely repeats pitches within hexachords,
sometimes obsessively. This repetition is one of his most recognizable traits, and he
makes no concession to twelve-tone orthodoxy on this point.
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“Serial Mistakes” and Compositional Choice

The musicologist Joseph Straus, in his important study Stravinsky’s Late Music,
documented numerous places where Stravinsky deviates from strict serial procedure in
his twelve-tone works. Notes appear out of order. Pitches from one hexachord intrude
into the territory of another. Array readings are interrupted or recombined in ways that
violate the grid’s logic.

Are these errors? Did Stravinsky lose track of his own system? Almost certainly not.
These “serial mistakes” are better understood as compositional choices — moments
where the ear overrules the system. The rotational array provides a palette, a reservoir of
organized pitch material. But the final compositional decisions are made by a musician
with six decades of experience and one of the most refined ears in the history of Western
music. When the array suggests one pitch and Stravinsky’s ear hears another, the ear
wins.

This is a crucial lesson for any musician working with a system, whether it is a
twelve-tone array, a set of chord changes, or a compositional algorithm. The system is a
tool. It generates possibilities, suggests relationships, opens up territory that the unaided
imagination might not discover. But it is not a cage. The composer’s — the improviser’s
— musical judgment remains sovereign.

A related quirk is Stravinsky’s preference for the Inverse-Retrograde (IR) as a row
form, treating it as a distinct fifth operational category rather than as equivalent to
standard Retrograde-Inversion (RI). In strict twelve-tone theory, IR and RI produce the
same pitch-class succession and are therefore identical. But Stravinsky treated the two as
different because they FEEL different in practice — the order of operations (invert then
retrograde vs. retrograde then invert) implies different compositional gestures, different
physical experiences of the material. Once again, experience overrules theory.

EXERCISE

Build a rotational array from a six-note hexachord of your choice. If you play a

transposing instrument, work in concert pitch for clarity.
Step 1: Choose six pitches in a specific order. For example: C, Db, F, Gb, A, Bb.
Step 2: Write out all six rotations (move the first note to the end each time).

Step 3: Transpose each rotation so it begins on C (or whatever your first pitch
was).

Step 4: Arrange the results in a 6x6 grid.

Step 5: Read across each row. Play these six melodies on your instrument.
Notice how they differ — each has its own intervallic character, its own directional

tendency, even though all begin on the same pitch and are derived from the same
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source material.

Step 6: Read down each column. Play these six chords (or arpeggiate them if
your instrument is monophonic). Notice the harmonic character of each vertical
collection. Some columns will produce familiar-sounding chords; others will
produce unusual, unfamiliar sonorities.

You now have Stravinsky’s basic compositional tool. The array does not tell you
what to compose — it provides a structured palette from which you compose. The
decisions about rhythm, register, dynamics, orchestration, form, and texture remain
entirely yours.

THE JAZZ CONNECTION

Jazz musicians work with rotational procedures intuitively, even if the terminology
is different. When you take a chord voicing and create a “drop-2” version —
moving the second-from-top voice down an octave — you are performing a
rotation of pitch REGISTRAL POSITIONS. The same pitches are present, but their
vertical distribution has changed, producing a different sonority. Drop-3, spread
voicings, close-to-open redistributions: all of these are rotational operations applied
to pitch collections. Stravinsky’s method systematizes this intuition and extends it
to melodic sequences as well as harmonic ones.

The distinction between horizontal and vertical readings of the array maps
directly onto one of the most fundamental distinctions in jazz: the relationship
between “changes” and “lines.” A chord progression read vertically is a set of
harmonic waypoints. The same pitches read horizontally — as the individual voice-
leading paths within those chords — are melodic lines. Jazz arrangers and
composers move fluidly between these two perspectives. Stravinsky’s rotational

arrays formalize the same duality.

Consider the way a skilled jazz arranger like Thad Jones or Bob Brookmeyer
voices a passage. They are simultaneously thinking about the vertical sonority of
each chord (what does this voicing SOUND like as a simultaneity?) and the
horizontal motion of each voice (does the lead trumpet have a singable line? does
the inner voice move smoothly?). These are exactly the two dimensions of
Stravinsky’s array — the columns (vertical/harmonic) and the rows
(horizontal /melodic). The array simply makes the duality explicit and generates a
complete catalogue of possibilities within a given pitch collection.

Even the concept of registral fixity has a jazz parallel. When a jazz pianist
establishes a particular voicing for a chord in a specific register — say, a rootless
Dm9 voicing around middle C — and maintains that registral placement
throughout a tune, the effect is one of harmonic solidity, of “grounding.” This is
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precisely the Stravinskian instinct: fix the pitches in register, let them recur in the
same place, and build stability through repetition and placement rather than
through tonal function.
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Lesson 22: Three Paths Through Serialism — A
Synthesis

We have now examined three composers who all worked within the twelve-tone
chromatic universe but arrived at fundamentally different methods and aesthetics.
Milton Babbitt constructed elaborate combinatorial systems that determine pitch
structure with mathematical rigor while leaving surface details free. Stefan Wolpe
abandoned the row in favor of small pitch constellations deployed in discontinuous,
non-hierarchical space. Igor Stravinsky adapted the serial apparatus to serve his pre-
existing compositional personality, using rotational arrays to generate a palette of

material that sounds unmistakably like his own earlier music.

These three approaches represent not merely three personal styles but three distinct
answers to a foundational question: what is twelve-tone composition FOR? What does it
mean to organize all twelve chromatic pitches systematically? What is gained, and what
is at stake? Understanding the differences — and the deep commonalities — among
these three answers gives you the richest possible picture of what post-tonal
compositional thinking can accomplish. And as we will see, jazz offers a fourth answer
that complements and extends all three.

Babbitt: The System as Mathematical Structure

Milton Babbitt’s approach to twelve-tone composition is DEDUCTIVE. He begins with
the system’s axioms — the row, its four classical transformations (Prime, Inversion,
Retrograde, Retrograde-Inversion), the principle of aggregate completion — and derives
their logical consequences with the rigor of a mathematician proving theorems.
Combinatoriality, hexachordal complementation, all-partition arrays, secondary sets,
invariant pitch-class collections under specific transformational operations: each of these
discoveries follows from the initial premises through chains of reasoning that are, in
principle, as verifiable and as irrefutable as mathematical proofs.

The compositional method that results involves maximum pre-compositional
determination. Before Babbitt writes a single note of music, the all-partition array
specifies the pitch content of every segment of the composition, the combinatorial
structure that governs the relationships between simultaneous lines, and the partition
sequence that determines the distribution of pitches among instruments or registers. The

large-scale pitch structure is FIXED before composition begins.
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Yet — and this is the point that Babbitt’s critics consistently miss — the surface of the
music is FREE. The array constrains WHAT pitches appear at any given point but not
HOW they sound. Register, dynamics, articulation, duration, timbre, tempo: all of these
are compositional decisions that Babbitt makes in the act of writing, responding to the
particular musical context of each moment. The pre-compositional structure is a
skeleton; the music itself is the living body that moves, breathes, and expresses around
that skeleton.

The result is music of extraordinary textural variety and rhythmic vitality. As the
critic Alex Ross observed, Babbitt's music “shuffles and shimmies like jazz from another
planet.” The systematic underpinning GENERATES this vitality rather than constraining
it. Because the pitch structure is assured by the array, Babbitt is free to focus his
compositional attention entirely on the sensuous, immediate qualities of the musical
surface — the way a particular chord is voiced, the way a rhythm falls against the pulse,
the way a melodic contour rises and falls. The system handles the deep structure; the
composer handles everything the listener actually hears.

This is analogous to the way a jazz musician uses a set of chord changes. The
changes constrain the harmonic content of each measure, but the improviser is free to
choose rhythm, register, phrasing, dynamics, articulation, and melodic contour. The
constraints do not inhibit creativity; they FOCUS it, channeling the improviser’s
imagination into the domain where it can be most expressive. Babbitt’s relationship to
his arrays is the same: the system constrains one dimension in order to liberate all
others.

Wolpe: The System as Liberation into Free Space

Stefan Wolpe’s approach is EMPIRICAL AND GESTURAL. Where Babbitt begins with
axioms and derives consequences, Wolpe begins with the physical sensation of sound —
the tension of a minor second, the openness of a perfect fifth, the ambiguity of a tritone.
His thinking is grounded in the body, in the experience of playing and hearing, rather
than in abstract system-building,.

Wolpe’s pre-compositional determination is minimal. He acknowledges the existence
and utility of “precompositional charts” — maps of pitch relationships, inventories of
available intervals and constellations — but insists that their purpose is to “prepare for
the spontaneous outflow of the creative imagination.” The chart is not a blueprint to be
executed; it is a springboard from which the composer leaps into the unknown. The
music arises not from the systematic working-out of predetermined structures but from
the composer’s real-time engagement with the material, moment by moment, gesture by
gesture.
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For Wolpe, discontinuity is not a problem to be solved but the POINT of the
enterprise. “Every moment events are so freshly invented, so newly born, that it has
almost no history.” Where Babbitt's music unfolds a predetermined structure whose
logic can, in principle, be traced from first note to last, Wolpe’s music insists on the
autonomy of each moment. There is no master plan. There is only the ever-renewed
encounter between the composer’s imagination and the pitch material at hand.

Wolpe’s language reflects his phenomenological orientation. He thinks in physical
metaphors: weight, tension, looseness, hardness, roundness. He describes pitch
relationships in terms of river currents, fish trajectories, the behavior of bodies moving
through space under different forces. Where Babbitt might describe a pitch relationship
as “an invariant trichord under retrograde-inversion at T6,” Wolpe would describe the
same relationship in terms of how it FEELS — how heavy the sound is, how much

tension it holds, how it moves through registral space.

This difference in language is not superficial. It reflects a fundamentally different
conception of what musical structure IS. For Babbitt, structure is an abstract,
mathematical entity that exists independently of its sonic realization — the same pitch-
class set has the same structural properties regardless of how it is orchestrated or how
loud it is played. For Wolpe, structure is INSEPARABLE from its physical, sensuous
embodiment — the same pitch-class set is a completely different musical entity in the
low register than in the high register, played loudly than played softly, sustained than
percussive.

Stravinsky: The System as New Palette for an Existing
Imagination

Stravinsky’s approach is ADAPTIVE. He does not derive the twelve-tone system’s
consequences with Babbitt’'s mathematical rigor, nor does he reconstruct pitch
organization from the ground up with Wolpe’s phenomenological radicalism. He takes
the serial system as he finds it and adapts it to serve a compositional personality that
was already fully formed before he wrote a single twelve-tone note.

The rotational arrays generate a pitch PALETTE. They provide Stravinsky with an
organized, comprehensive collection of melodic lines and harmonic simultaneities
derived from his chosen row material. But the act of composition — the selection from
this palette, the decisions about what to use and what to discard, the shaping of rhythm,
form, texture, and dramatic trajectory — is governed by the same instincts that governed
his music for the previous five decades.

This is why “serial mistakes” appear throughout Stravinsky’s twelve-tone works.
They are not failures of system-maintenance but expressions of a compositional will that
has been operating since 1910 and is not about to be overruled by a system adopted in
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1952. When the array says one thing and Stravinsky’s ear says another, the ear prevails
— not out of laziness or incompetence but out of a mature and justified confidence in his
own musical judgment.

The characteristic Stravinskian traits — block form, rhythmic vitality, registral fixity,
repetition — persist entirely unchanged in the serial works. The twelve-tone technique
changes the HARMONIC CONTENT of the music, introducing pitch combinations that
would not have arisen from Stravinsky’s earlier octatonic and diatonic procedures. But it
does not change the compositional PROCESS. Stravinsky still composes in blocks. He
still privileges rhythm as a primary structural parameter. He still fixes pitches in specific
registers. He still repeats freely and obsessively.

The adoption of serial methods was not, as many commentators assumed at the time,
a capitulation to the Schoenberg camp. It was a genuine creative renewal — a way of
refreshing the harmonic palette without abandoning any of the compositional principles
that made Stravinsky Stravinsky. The system provides new material; the imagination

shapes that material according to its own long-established principles.

What They Share

Despite their profound differences, these three composers share several fundamental

commitments that define the post-tonal compositional enterprise.

The chromatic aggregate as the fundamental harmonic universe. All three take as
their starting point the complete collection of twelve chromatic pitch-classes. Whether
organized into rows (Babbitt, Stravinsky), constellations (Wolpe), or arrays (Stravinsky,
Babbitt), the twelve tones constitute the total available harmonic material. Nothing is
excluded; no pitch has a priori privilege over any other.

The rejection of tonal hierarchy. None of these composers organize their music
around tonal centers in the traditional sense. There is no tonic, no dominant, no leading
tone, no resolution. Pitch relationships are governed by intervallic content, set structure,
and registral placement rather than by functional harmonic syntax. This does not mean
the music is “atonal” in the sense of having no pitch organization — on the contrary, it is
organized with extreme care. But the organizing principles are different from those of

tonal music.

The conviction that systematic thinking and expressive immediacy are allies, not
enemies. This is perhaps the most important shared commitment, and the one most
frequently misunderstood by critics of twelve-tone music. All three composers reject the
notion that using a system makes music cold, intellectual, or emotionally barren.
Babbitt’s music dances. Wolpe’s music seethes with physical energy. Stravinsky’s music

has the same visceral impact as his earlier masterworks. The system does not replace
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expression; it enables a DIFFERENT KIND of expression — one that is richer, more
complex, and more multidimensional than what the unaided imagination, working

within the familiar patterns of tonal habit, could produce.

Extraordinary teaching influence. All three composers were profound teachers who
shaped generations of musicians. Wolpe taught Morton Feldman, David Tudor, George
Russell, and the circle around Gil Evans. Babbitt taught at Princeton for decades,
training composers and theorists who went on to transform American musical life.
Stravinsky’s influence is universal — there is virtually no twentieth-century composer
who was not shaped by his example, directly or indirectly. The methods we have studied
are not historical curiosities. They are living techniques that continue to influence
composition and improvisation today.

The Deeper Question

Is the twelve-tone system a mathematical structure to be explored to its logical limits
(Babbitt)? A liberation of pitch into free, non-hierarchical space (Wolpe)? A new palette
for an existing compositional imagination (Stravinsky)? The answer, of course, is all
three — and more. The twelve-tone system, like any sufficiently rich compositional
technique, contains multitudes. It can be used systematically or freely, rigorously or
intuitively, as a complete methodology or as one tool among many. The “correct”

approach is whichever one produces music of genuine quality and expressive power.

Understanding all three approaches does not mean you must choose among them. It
means you have access to the full range of possibilities that chromatic pitch organization
offers. You can think like Babbitt when you want maximum structural coherence and
systematic rigor. You can think like Wolpe when you want gestural freedom, spatial
imagination, and radical discontinuity. You can think like Stravinsky when you want to
adapt a systematic technique to serve an existing creative personality. The three
approaches are not competing ideologies. They are complementary dimensions of a
single, extraordinarily rich compositional space.

A Fourth Path: From Jazz

The twelve-tone system as developed in the European concert music tradition is not the
only way to organize all twelve chromatic pitches. Jazz has produced its own
approaches to chromatic totality — approaches that differ fundamentally from those of
Babbitt, Wolpe, and Stravinsky, yet address the same underlying question: how do you
make music that uses ALL the available pitches, not just the seven or eight that
traditional diatonic tonality privileges?
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George Russell and the Lydian Chromatic Concept. George Russell’s Lydian
Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization, first published in 1953, organizes all twelve
chromatic tones by their gravitational relationship to a tonal center. Where Schoenberg
used twelve tones to ESCAPE tonality — to create a musical universe in which no pitch
has priority over any other — Russell uses them to create a NEW KIND of tonal gravity.
The twelve tones are not equal in Russell’s system. They are arranged in a hierarchy of
“tonal gravity,” with the tones closest to the Lydian mode of the tonal center having the
strongest gravitational pull and the most distant tones (chromatically altered,
“superimposed”) having the weakest.

This is fundamentally different from all three European approaches we have studied.
Babbitt's system treats all twelve tones as structurally equivalent — no pitch has
inherent priority. Wolpe’s constellations are non-hierarchical collections in which the
pitches interact as equals. Stravinsky’s arrays generate material that is harmonically
organized but not tonally centered. Russell’s system is GRAVITATIONAL: it organizes
all twelve tones into a field with a center and a periphery, strong forces and weak forces,
attraction and resistance. It is neither Babbitt's pure system, Wolpe’s free space, nor
Stravinsky’s adapted palette. It is something else entirely: a tonal gravity field that
encompasses the entire chromatic universe.

The practical implications for improvisation are enormous. In Russell’s framework,
every chord in a jazz progression has a “parent scale” — a specific ordering of the twelve
chromatic tones according to their gravitational relationship to that chord’s root. The
improviser does not choose between “inside” and “outside” playing in binary terms.
Instead, there is a CONTINUUM of gravitational distance: notes close to the tonal center
sound consonant and resolved; notes farther away sound increasingly tense, dissonant,
and unresolved. The improviser can move freely along this continuum, controlling the
degree of tension and release with extraordinary precision.

Russell’s debt to Wolpe — under whom he studied — is audible in the spatial, field-
based conception of pitch organization. But where Wolpe’s fields are non-hierarchical,
Russell’s are gravitational. The twelve tones exist in a field, yes, but it is a field with a
center and a gradient, not a field of equals.

Coltrane Changes and Chromatic Key Cycling. John Coltrane’s approach to
chromatic totality operates at a different structural level entirely. In “Giant Steps” (1959),
the harmonic progression cycles systematically through three key centers — B major, G
major, Eb major — whose roots divide the octave into equal major thirds. Over the
course of the progression, all twelve chromatic tones appear as chord tones, not through
a ROW or a constellation or an array, but through rapid KEY CYCLING.

This is aggregate completion at the level of key centers rather than individual
pitches. Where Schoenberg ensures that all twelve pitch-classes appear within a single
melodic line, Coltrane ensures that all twelve pitch-classes are covered by the aggregate

172



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

of his key centers’ diatonic collections. The mechanism is completely different —
Schoenberg uses a row, Coltrane uses a chord progression — but the underlying impulse
is the same: the desire to inhabit the COMPLETE chromatic universe, to leave no tonal
territory unexplored.

Coltrane’s approach is also systematic in a way that parallels Babbitt's combinatorial
thinking. The three key centers in “Giant Steps” are related by major thirds, dividing the
octave symmetrically. This symmetric division is a GROUP-THEORETIC property — it
is the same mathematical structure (the cyclic group of order 3 acting on the 12-element
pitch-class set) that underlies some of Babbitt's combinatorial constructions. Coltrane
almost certainly did not think of it in these terms, but the structural parallel is real and
illuminating.

The practical challenge of “Giant Steps” — the reason it was considered a test of
improvisational virtuosity — is that the rapid key cycling demands that the improviser
navigate the ENTIRE chromatic universe in real time, moving fluidly between key
centers that are maximally distant from each other in conventional tonal terms. This is a
performance problem analogous to the compositional problem that Babbitt, Wolpe, and
Stravinsky each solved in their own way: how do you maintain musical coherence while
traversing the complete chromatic space?

Synthesis: Four Vocabularies for One Universe

The jazz musician who understands all four approaches — Babbitt’s systematic rigor,
Wolpe’s gestural freedom, Stravinsky’s adaptive palette, and the jazz tradition’s
gravitational and cyclic methods — possesses an extraordinarily rich compositional and
improvisational vocabulary.

Babbitt’s systematic thinking connects to the rigorous harmonic planning of jazz
arrangers and composers who work with complex, predetermined structures. Thad
Jones’s intricate voicings and formal designs, Bob Brookmeyer’s meticulously worked-
out orchestral jazz, Jim McNeely’s densely structured big band writing — all of these
reflect a Babbittian commitment to systematic pre-compositional planning in the service
of expressive musical results. The system does the structural work so that the music can
focus on being music.

Wolpe’s gestural discontinuity connects directly to free jazz composition and
improvisation. Ornette Coleman’s melodic cells, developed through juxtaposition and
interruption rather than sequence. Cecil Taylor’s explosive, discontinuous piano
textures, with their constant alternation between density and space, weight and
lightness. The Art Ensemble of Chicago’s radical collages, in which different sonic
worlds coexist without hierarchical subordination. All of these are Wolpean in spirit,
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even when the practitioners have never heard of Wolpe. The ideas are in the air; they
have permeated the vocabulary of adventurous jazz through networks of influence that

trace back, in many cases, to Wolpe’s teaching.

Stravinsky’s adapted palette connects to composers and improvisers who use
complex, systematic techniques within an accessible, expressive framework. Maria
Schneider’s orchestral jazz uses sophisticated harmonic and formal procedures —
procedures that bear comparison with Stravinsky’s serial methods — in the service of
music that is immediately beautiful, emotionally powerful, and accessible to a wide
audience. Wayne Shorter’s late compositions inhabit a harmonic world of extraordinary
complexity, yet they never sound “academic” or “systematic” — the technique serves the
imagination, not the other way around. This is the Stravinskian approach: take the tools
of systematic pitch organization and make them serve your own creative personality.

Russell’s gravitational system IS jazz theory, in the sense that it provides the most
comprehensive framework for understanding how all twelve chromatic tones relate to a
given tonal center in the context of improvisation. Every jazz musician who thinks about
“inside” and “outside” playing, about the continuum of consonance and dissonance
available over a given chord, about the relationship between chord scales and chord
tones — every such musician is thinking, whether they know it or not, within the
framework that Russell established.

EXERCISE

This exercise requires listening, not playing — though you should have your
instrument nearby.

Listen to one short work by each of the three European composers we have
studied. For Babbitt, try Semi-Simple Variations for solo piano — it is compact, vivid,
and immediately engaging. For Wolpe, Form IV: Broken Sequences — a late
masterpiece of discontinuous form. For Stravinsky, one movement of Movements for
piano and orchestra — perhaps the second or third, which are the most concise.

For each work, write down three adjectives that describe the sound. Not the
technique, not the system — the SOUND. What does the music feel like? What
images or sensations does it evoke? How does it move through time? Babbitt’s

/A7

music might suggest adjectives like “quicksilver,” “precise,” “dancing.” Wolpe's

s T

might suggest “eruptive,” “spacious,” “unpredictable.” Stravinsky’s might suggest
“angular,” “lapidary,” “stark.” Your adjectives will be different, and they should be

— the point is to engage with the music as SOUND, not as system.

Then listen to Coltrane’s “Giant Steps.” Apply the same exercise: three
adjectives for the sound. Notice the sense of momentum, of relentless forward
motion, of key centers flashing by like landscapes seen from a train window. Now
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compare your four sets of adjectives. What is different? What, surprisingly, is
similar? Where do the four approaches converge in their sonic effect, and where do
they diverge?

Finally, a compositional exercise. Choose a six-note collection. Write a short
passage (eight to sixteen measures) using this collection in three different ways:
first, as a Babbitt-style fixed ordering that determines the pitch sequence of a
melodic line; second, as a Wolpe-style unordered constellation that you deploy
freely in different registers, rhythms, and dynamics, interrupting and restarting;
third, as a Stravinsky-style hexachord that you rotate and transpose to build a small
array, then read vertically for chords and horizontally for melodies. Play all three
passages on your instrument. Hear how the same six pitches produce
fundamentally different music depending on the organizational principle applied
to them.

This is the lesson of the chromatic universe: the twelve tones are raw material.
What you make of them depends on how you think about them — as a sequence to
be traversed, a space to be inhabited, a palette to be selected from, or a gravitational
field to be navigated. The richest musicianship draws on all of these modes of
thought, deploying whichever one best serves the musical moment at hand.
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Lesson 23: Musical Gesture and Physical Space

There is a moment, early in Stefan Wolpe’s Piece in Two Parts for Six Players (1962), when
the ensemble seems to shatter. A dense, compressed chord — all six instruments pressed
into a tight registral band — suddenly explodes outward: the flute leaps to its upper
register, the trumpet drops to a growl, the piano scatters notes across five octaves in the
space of a beat, and the percussion erupts in a sharp, isolated crack. What has happened
is not a “transition” in the traditional sense. Nothing has been “developed.” Instead, a
concentrated mass has dispersed into fragments, and the act of dispersal itself is the
musical event.

To understand Wolpe’s music — and to understand an entire lineage of twentieth-
century composition that flows from his thinking — you must abandon the notion that
music consists of melodies accompanied by harmonies, organized into phrases that
build toward cadences. That model served brilliantly from Bach through Brahms and
continues to serve in much jazz composition. But Wolpe replaced it with something

fundamentally different: a conception of music as bodies moving in space.

Sound as Physical Substance

Wolpe described sounds the way a sculptor describes materials. He spoke of “the
summary effects of responsibly chosen, combined component parts of the sound — its
weight, tension, looseness, hardness, roundness, softness, sweetness.” Read that list
again. These are not metaphors applied casually to sound. They are compositional
parameters, as concrete and manipulable as pitch and rhythm.

When you choose to write a fortissimo low brass cluster — trombones and tuba
locked in close voicing at the bottom of the staff — you are choosing weight. The sound
has mass. It occupies the low register the way a block of granite occupies a table. When
you write a pianissimo flute trill on a high B-natural, you are choosing lightness and
transparency. That sound floats. It has almost no gravitational pull. When you score a
muted trumpet playing a sustained middle-register tone against a bass clarinet growl,
you are composing with tension — two incompatible textures pressed against each
other, neither yielding.

Wolpe’s insight was that the interaction of these physical qualities is the
composition. Not melody. Not harmonic progression. Not thematic development. The
music is the behavior of sonic masses in a field of registral, dynamic, and timbral space.

176



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

He imagined “a very mobile polyphony, in which the partials of the sound behave
like river currents and a greater orbit-spreadout is guaranteed.” Picture a river with
multiple currents flowing at different speeds — a fast surface current, a slower
undercurrent, eddies spinning off to the side. Now translate that to sound: a rapid,
agitated clarinet line threading through sustained string chords while the piano
contributes isolated, widely-spaced attacks. Three streams of sound, three velocities,
three densities, coexisting in the same temporal space but moving independently. This is
Wolpe’s “mobile polyphony,” and it is fundamentally a spatial conception. The sounds
do not accompany one another. They inhabit the same space.

The Bauhaus and Abstract Expressionism

Wolpe’s spatial thinking did not emerge from purely musical sources. He studied at the
Bauhaus around 1923, during the period when Kandinsky, Klee, Moholy-Nagy, and
Schlemmer were teaching there. The Bauhaus principle — that art should integrate form
and function through relentless experimentation, that materials themselves dictate their
proper use — seeped into Wolpe’s musical consciousness and never left. From Klee he
absorbed the idea that a line is not merely a boundary but a force: a line moving across a
canvas has direction, velocity, and energy. From Kandinsky he absorbed the idea that
color (read: timbre) has weight and temperature, that a composition is a field of forces in
dynamic equilibrium.

Later, at Black Mountain College in North Carolina (1952-56), Wolpe found himself
among the abstract expressionists. Willem de Kooning and Franz Kline were his
colleagues and friends. Their canvases were not representations of objects but records of
physical action — the sweep of an arm, the pressure of a loaded brush, the violence or
delicacy of a gesture. Wolpe’s music from this period forward shares that quality. A
slashing fortissimo chord followed by silence is not a “dramatic effect” calculated to
impress the listener. It is a gesture — a physical act, a body moving through space,

leaving its trace in sound.

This is the key to performing Wolpe, and it applies equally to performing any
gestural music: the sound must have the quality of physical action. When you play a
Wolpe phrase, you are not “interpreting” a melody. You are executing a gesture — a
throw, a press, a scatter, a gathering. The body of the performer is implicated. The sound
should carry the kinetic energy of its production.
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The Dadaist Inheritance

Before the Bauhaus, before Black Mountain, there was Dada. As a young man in Berlin,
Wolpe moved in Dadaist circles. He set Kurt Schwitters’s poem An Anna Blume to music
— a text that is itself a collage of love-letter clichés, advertising fragments, and nonsense
syllables, held together not by narrative logic but by the energy of juxtaposition. From
the Dadaists, Wolpe absorbed the compositional principle of collision: the deliberate
juxtaposition of unrelated materials, not to create surrealist surprise (though that can be
a byproduct) but to generate a kind of energy that continuous, “logical” development
cannot produce.

This became what Wolpe called the nondevelopmental discontinuum — a musical
discourse in which events succeed one another not because one grows out of the
previous one (as in Beethoven’s developmental technique) but because each event, by its
sheer difference from its neighbors, creates a field of maximum contrast. The form is not
a journey from A to B. It is a constellation of points, each radiating its own energy, the
whole held together by the tension between them.

Proportional and Disproportional Relationships

In his 1960 Darmstadt lecture, “On Proportions,” Wolpe laid out a theory of pitch
organization grounded in the physics of intervallic symmetry and asymmetry. This is
abstract territory, but the musical consequences are vivid and audible.

Symmetrical proportions are pitch structures that duplicate identical intervals above
and below a center point. A diminished seventh chord is perfectly symmetrical: minor
thirds stacked evenly, no single pitch more “important” than any other. An augmented
triad is the same: major thirds dividing the octave into three equal parts. Play a
diminished seventh chord and sustain it. What do you hear? Stasis. Centerlessness. A
kind of hovering suspension in which no pitch pulls toward resolution. Wolpe observed
that “with the abundance of increasing symmetrical nestings... the clear perception
diminishes, in favor of a tightly condensed and completely centralized mass sound.” In
other words, pile enough symmetry together and you get a dense, undifferentiated mass
— a sonic object with weight but no direction.

Asymmetrical proportions are structures in which intervals are unequal, in which
the internal relationships are disproportional. An asymmetrical chord has edges: one
interval wider than another, one pitch jutting out from the cluster, one registral gap that
draws the ear. Wolpe wrote: “Asymmetry is not born in sleep.” It requires compositional
effort. It emerges through “the unfolding or interpenetration of symmetrical
proportions” — a dialectical process in which symmetrical materials are deformed,
stretched, broken open, to produce directional energy.
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The practical principle: symmetry equals stasis; asymmetry equals motion. The
interaction between the two generates form. A passage built from symmetrical sonorities
will feel centered, static, perhaps ominous in its refusal to move. Introduce an
asymmetrical element — a single pitch displaced by a half step, an interval widened by a
semitone — and the texture lurches into motion. The music has somewhere to go
because something is unbalanced. Wolpe’s formal thinking rests on this dynamic: the
continuous negotiation between the centripetal pull of symmetry and the centrifugal
thrust of asymmetry.

Jazz musicians know this intuitively. A diminished scale passage spins symmetrically
— minor third, minor third, minor third — and the ear floats. Drop in one note from
outside the pattern, one disproportional interval, and the line snaps into focus. The
bebop alteration of the diminished scale — adding a passing tone to break the symmetry

— is precisely the move from proportion to disproportion that Wolpe theorized.

Analysis: Piece in Two Parts for Six Players (1962)

This work, scored for flute, trumpet, piano, and three percussionists, embodies Wolpe's
complementary principle in its very title. The two parts are not “movements” in the
symphonic sense. They are complementary modes of musical behavior.

Part I is characterized by what Wolpe called “gathering centering action.” The music
coheres. Sounds come together, cluster, form well-defined shapes. A dense piano chord
is sustained while the trumpet adds a sustained tone above it; the flute enters with a line
that circles around a central pitch; the percussion provides a low, steady tremolo beneath
everything. The effect is one of accretion — materials accumulating into a concentrated
mass. The shapes that emerge are distinct and graspable: a chord, a line, a rhythmic cell.
You can hold them in your mind.

Listen to the opening measures. The piano states a compact chord in the middle
register — four or five pitches pressed into a narrow band. The trumpet enters with a
single sustained note that sits just above the chord, extending its upper boundary. The
flute adds a trill a third above the trumpet. In perhaps fifteen seconds, a dense, layered
sonority has been built from the bottom up. This is gathering. The instruments do not
play melodies; they contribute to a composite mass.

But even within Part I, dispersal intrudes. A percussion crash cuts across the
sustained texture; the flute leaps suddenly to its highest register, abandoning the cluster;
the trumpet drops out. For a few beats, the gathered mass scatters. Then it reforms. This
oscillation between gathering and dispersal — present even within the predominantly
gathering Part I — is the music’s engine.
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Part II reverses the emphasis. Now the dominant mode is “scattering and
dispersing.” Gestures are fragmented, pointillistic. The piano plays isolated attacks
separated by silence. The trumpet interjects short, sharp figures. The flute contributes
trills and flutter-tongued bursts that appear and vanish. The percussion is active but
discontinuous — a woodblock here, a cymbal scrape there, a bass drum thud
punctuating a silence. The texture is porous. Air flows through it.

And yet, within Part II, moments of gathering occur. The instruments suddenly
converge on a unison rhythm, or a dense chord materializes out of the scattered
fragments, hanging in the air for a beat before dissolving. These moments of unexpected
concentration within a dispersed texture are as striking as the sudden dispersals within
Part I’s concentrated texture. The two principles interpenetrate constantly.

This is not sonata form. There is no exposition of themes, no development section, no
recapitulation. The form is the alternation and interpenetration of complementary
qualities — gathering and dispersing, concentration and diffusion, weight and
weightlessness. The two-part structure provides the largest-scale contrast, but within
each part, the other mode is always present, always threatening to take over. The result
is a music of extraordinary tension — not tonal tension, but physical tension, the tension
of forces pulling in opposite directions.

EXERCISE

If you can find a fellow musician for this exercise, improvise together, thinking in
Wolpe’s terms. Assign roles: one player creates gathering gestures — sustained
tones, slowly accumulating pitches, crescendos that add density and weight. The
other creates dispersing gestures — short, fragmented attacks, wide leaps,
decrescendos that scatter into silence. Sustain this for two minutes. Then trade
roles. Then — and this is the crucial step — try both simultaneously: one player
gathering while the other disperses, the two streams coexisting in the same
temporal space. You are composing spatial music. What you discover in your body
— the physical effort of sustaining a gathering gesture against the pull of your
partner’s dispersal — is what Wolpe’s music demands of its performers and
communicates to its listeners.

A second exercise: choose a single pitch. Play it with as many different physical
qualities as you can — heavy, light, hard, soft, round, sharp, tense, loose. Change
nothing but the attack, the dynamic, the duration, the vibrato. You are exploring the
physical substance of a single sound, which is the foundation of Wolpe’s
compositional thinking.

I JAZZ CONNECTION
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Duke Ellington understood spatial composition before the term existed. His
orchestral writing treats instruments as physical presences in acoustic space. A
plunger-muted trumpet in an Ellington arrangement is not merely a coloristic
choice — it is a sharp, nasal, vocal object cutting through the ensemble’s texture
like a blade through cloth. A baritone saxophone doubled with bass clarinet at the
bottom of a voicing provides gravitational weight — it anchors the sound field the
way a heavy object anchors a mobile. A solo clarinet floating above the ensemble in
its upper register creates transparency, a layer of sound you can see through.

Listen to Ko-Ko (1940). The opening baritone saxophone and trombone riff is
pure mass — thick, dark, heavy, low. When the trumpet enters with a plunger solo,
it exists in a completely different spatial zone: nasal, bright, cutting, mid-register.
These are not melody and accompaniment. They are two bodies occupying
different regions of sonic space, and the tension between them — the gravitational
pull of the low mass and the sharp independence of the high object — is the
music’s drama.

Gil Evans pushed this thinking further. His arrangements for Miles Davis —
Miles Ahead (1957), PorQy and Bess (1958), Sketches of Spain (1960) — are spatial
compositions in which instrumental colors exist as textures in a three-dimensional
sound field. The French horns provide warmth and depth, a kind of atmospheric
haze. The flutes and clarinets add transparent layers above. The tuba and bass
clarinet anchor the bottom. Miles’s trumpet floats through this field like a solitary
figure moving through a landscape. The arrangement is not accompaniment to a

melody. It is an environment — a space — through which the soloist moves.

This is Wolpe’s constellatory space realized in jazz terms. And it points toward
something important for your own composing and arranging: when you score for
an ensemble, you are not just choosing notes. You are choosing weights, densities,
transparencies, tensions. You are building a space and placing objects in it. Think of
your score as a field of forces, not a stack of parts.
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Lesson 24: Form as Process — From Classical
to Post-Tonal

What holds a piece of music together? What makes you feel, at the end, that the final bar
belongs to the same work as the first bar — that the journey was coherent, even
necessary? This question, which seems so basic, is actually the central problem of
twentieth-century composition. Once tonal harmony ceased to be the universal
organizing principle, composers had to discover new answers. The answers they found
are radically diverse, but they share a common insight: form is not a container into
which music is poured. Form is something that emerges from the musical materials
themselves.

Classical Form Is Goal-Directed

To understand what twentieth-century composers were departing from, you need to
understand what classical form actually does — not as a textbook diagram, but as an
experience.

In a Beethoven sonata-form movement, the music begins in a state of stability. The
tonic key is established, and the first theme occupies it with authority. Then something
happens: the music begins to move. A modulation carries us to a new key — the
dominant, typically — and a second theme establishes itself there. This is the exposition,
and its function is to create a polarity: two keys, two thematic characters, an unresolved
relationship between them.

The development section destabilizes everything further. The themes are
fragmented, combined, reharmonized, driven through remote keys. Tension
accumulates. The listener feels, physically, that the music is going somewhere — that all
this instability must resolve. And it does: the recapitulation returns to the tonic key,
restating both themes in the home key, collapsing the polarity that the exposition
created. The coda confirms the resolution. Arrival. Rest.

This is teleological form — form directed toward a goal. Every event in the piece
contributes to the trajectory from stability through instability to resolution. The
development section exists because the exposition created a tension that demands
working-out. The recapitulation exists because the development created a need for
return. The entire structure is shaped by the logic of departure and arrival, tension and
release. You experience the form as a journey: you leave home, pass through foreign
territory, and return transformed.
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Charles Rosen made the crucial observation that sonata form is not a template
applied mechanically to different pieces. Each work creates its own version of the form,
its own specific tensions and resolutions. But the underlying principle is constant: tonal
harmony generates directional energy, and the form channels that energy toward
resolution. The music wants to arrive somewhere, and the form is the shape of that
wanting.

Jazz musicians understand this instinctively. A thirty-two-bar AABA standard creates
its own small-scale teleology: the A sections establish the tonic, the bridge moves to a
contrasting key (or at least a contrasting harmonic region), and the final A returns home.
Even in improvisation, the best soloists create teleological narratives — building tension
across choruses, reaching a climax, resolving. Sonny Rollins’s solo on “Blue Seven” is as
goal-directed as a Beethoven development section, achieving through melodic logic

what Beethoven achieved through harmonic logic.

Wolpe’s Nondevelopmental Discontinuum

Wolpe’s mature works reject teleological form entirely. There is no goal. There is no
departure and return. There is no gradual accumulation of tension toward a climax.
Instead, there is what Wolpe called “the ever-restored and ever-advancing moment” —
each instant simultaneously new and complete.

In Wolpe’s music, gestures succeed one another not because one grows out of the
previous one (as a development section grows out of an exposition) but because each
gesture, by its radical difference from its neighbors, generates the energy that propels the
music forward. A sustained, dense chord is followed by a burst of pointillistic activity. A
lyrical flute line is interrupted by a percussion crash. A passage of extreme rhythmic
complexity gives way to a single sustained tone. Each event is self-sufficient — it does

not require what came before to be understood, and it does not predict what comes after.

This does not mean the music is random or structureless. Structure is everywhere in
Wolpe — but it is a structure of relationships rather than a structure of direction. The
relationships are those of contrast, analogy, interruption, echo, and transformation. A
gesture in measure 40 may recall a gesture from measure 5 — not by developing it or
extending it, but simply by sharing some quality (a similar interval, a similar dynamic
shape, a similar spatial distribution). The connection is associative, not logical. You hear

itasa resonance, not as a consequence.

Think of it this way. A Beethoven movement is like a novel: events unfold in a
sequence that builds toward a climax and resolution, and each event is meaningful
primarily in relation to the overall narrative arc. A Wolpe piece is like an Alexander
Calder mobile: all elements are present simultaneously (even if they sound sequentially),

all are in balance, but the balance is dynamic — a breath of air shifts everything, and the
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relationships between elements constantly reconfigure. No element is more “important”
than any other. There is no hierarchy of events. There is only the field, and the forces
within it.

For the listener, this requires a fundamental shift in attention. In goal-directed music,
you listen forward — anticipating where the music is going, feeling the pull of the
unresolved toward resolution. In Wolpe’s music, you listen outward — attending to the
qualities of each moment, feeling the spatial relationships between simultaneous and
successive events, letting the music’s physical presence fill your awareness without
trying to predict its trajectory. This is not passive listening. It is intensely active. But the
activity is one of perception, not expectation.

Stravinsky’s Block Form

Igor Stravinsky offers a third model of form — neither goal-directed in the Beethoven
sense nor purely discontinuous in the Wolpe sense, but stratified.

From The Rite of Spring (1913) through the late serial works, Stravinsky composes by
juxtaposing contrasting blocks of music. The “Augurs of Spring” section in The Rite is
the famous example: a pounding, rhythmically irregular ostinato in the strings is
interrupted — not transitioned into, but cut away from — by a sudden passage for
winds. Then the string ostinato returns. Then another interruption. The form proceeds
through alternation: Block A, Block B, Block A (varied), Block C, Block A (varied again),
and so on.

At the surface, this is radically discontinuous. The cuts between blocks are abrupt,
unprepared, even violent. There is no modulation connecting them, no transitional
passage smoothing the join. One texture simply stops and another begins. The effect,

especially in early Stravinsky, is visceral — you feel the cuts physically, as jolts.

But underneath the discontinuous surface, Joseph Straus and other analysts have
demonstrated, there is coherence. The contrasting blocks share pitch-class content —
they are drawn from the same or related collections. Registral strategies connect blocks
that sound utterly different on the surface: a prominent pitch in the upper register of one
block reappears as a prominent pitch in the lower register of the next, creating a long-
range connection that the ear registers even if the conscious mind does not. Rhythmic
cells from one block infiltrate another. The discontinuity is real, but so is the coherence.
Both must be heard simultaneously.

The musicologist Gretchen Horlacher articulated this precisely: Stravinsky’s music
“holds our interest because undeniable references toward continuity are dynamically
coordinated with stasis and discontinuity.” The word “dynamically” is crucial. The
continuity and the discontinuity are not simply coexisting — they are interacting, each
modifying the listener’s perception of the other. You hear a sharp cut between blocks,
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but you also hear, beneath the cut, a thread that connects them. The tension between
these two perceptions — rupture and connection — is the experience of Stravinsky’s

form.

In the later serial works — Movements (1959), Variations (1964), Requiem Canticles
(1966) — this stratification becomes even more refined. The blocks are shorter, more
compressed, more varied in character. Hexachordal complementation replaces diatonic
collections as the source of pitch coherence. But the formal principle remains:
juxtaposition of contrasting blocks, discontinuous at the surface, coherent underneath.

For jazz musicians, Stravinsky’s block form has an obvious analogue in the practice
of arranging for large ensemble. A Thad Jones arrangement for the Mel Lewis Orchestra
juxtaposes contrasting sections — a saxophone soli, a brass shout chorus, a rhythm
section interlude, a tutti climax — with transitions that range from smooth to abrupt.
The form is sectional, built from blocks. And the coherence comes not from a single
harmonic trajectory but from thematic relationships, timbral connections, and the overall

energy arc that the arranger designs.

Babbitt’s Partition-Driven Form

In Milton Babbitt's music, form emerges from a process that is neither goal-directed, nor
discontinuous, nor stratified, but exhaustive. The all-partition array — the structure
underlying works from the mid-1960s onward — determines that every possible way of
distributing twelve pitch classes among the available voices will be used exactly once.
The music continues until the array is complete. When every partition has been realized,
the piece ends.

This is form as process: the systematic working-through of all combinatorial
possibilities generated by the array. The form is not a shape (like sonata form’s arch of
tension and resolution) but a path through a combinatorial space. The music does not
“arrive” anywhere — it does not resolve or return. It simply exhausts its possibilities and
stops.

Within this process, the surface can be anything Babbitt wants it to be. The array
determines which pitch classes appear in which voice at which point, but it does not
determine register, dynamics, rhythm, articulation, or phrasing. These are the
composer’s free choices, and Babbitt exercises them with extraordinary variety and
sensitivity. A passage governed by one partition of the array may sound lush, lyrical,
rhythmically relaxed; the next partition may produce music that is sparse, angular, and
rhythmically jagged. The underlying process is constant; the surface is continuously
varied.
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The listener does not hear the array. Nobody can — the structure is too complex, too
abstract, to be perceived directly. What the listener hears is the surface: a succession of
musical events that are varied in character but unified in intervallic vocabulary (because
all the events are drawn from the same rows and their transformations). The form is
experienced as a kind of ongoing exploration — the music keeps discovering new
textures, new gestures, new combinations, but all within a consistent sonic world. There
is no sense of departure and return, but neither is there a sense of arbitrary succession.
The music has direction without having a destination.

The Convergence

Despite their profound differences, these three approaches to form — Wolpe's
discontinuum, Stravinsky’s stratification, Babbitt’s process — share something essential.
In all three, form is not imposed from outside. It is not a template, not a recipe, not a set
of instructions that the composer follows (“this is a sonata, so it must have an exposition
in the tonic, a second theme in the dominant, a development that modulates, a
recapitulation that resolves”). Instead, form emerges from the musical materials and the
compositional process.

This is actually what Rosen said about classical sonata form as well: the best works
do not follow a formula but generate their own formal necessities from their specific
thematic and harmonic materials. “Each work provides its own expectations,” he wrote.
The difference is that in classical music, the expectations are rooted in a shared tonal
syntax that every listener (at least every listener of the period) understood intuitively.
The tonic-dominant polarity, the need for resolution, the hierarchy of keys — these were
common property. In post-tonal music, the expectations must be established by each
individual work. The piece teaches you how to listen to it as you listen.

This places a greater demand on the listener — and a greater responsibility on the
composer. If the form is not supported by a shared harmonic syntax, it must be
supported by the clarity and conviction of the musical gestures themselves. Every event
must earn its place. Every relationship must be audible. The form must be perceivable
even if it is not predictable. This is why the best post-tonal music rewards repeated
listening so richly: each hearing reveals new connections, new relationships, new aspects
of the form that were always there but that only become audible as you learn the piece’s
language.

EXERCISE

Listen to three works back to back, giving each your full attention:
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1. Beethoven, Piano Sonata No. 21 in C major, Op. 53 (“Waldstein”), first
movement. Follow the tonal trajectory: the explosive opening in C major, the
modulation to E major (not the expected G major — a surprise that generates
enormous formal tension), the development’s harmonic wandering, the
recapitulation’s triumphant return to C. Feel the goal-directedness. The music
pulls you toward resolution.

2. Wolpe, Form IV: Broken Sequences (1969). The title tells you the formal
principle: sequences (patterns, gestures, trajectories) that are broken —
interrupted, fragmented, juxtaposed without connection. Listen for the quality
of each gesture. Do not try to hear a trajectory. Instead, hear a field of events,
each with its own weight, tension, and direction.

3. Stravinsky, Movements for Piano and Orchestra (1959), any single movement.
Listen for the block structure: contrasting textures that alternate and recur. Try
to hear both the discontinuity (the abrupt cuts) and the coherence (the shared
pitch content, the registral connections). The music demands that you hold both
perceptions simultaneously.

After listening, write a paragraph about each work answering one question:
What organizes the form? In Beethoven, the answer involves tonal tension and
resolution. In Wolpe, it involves gestural juxtaposition and spatial contrast. In
Stravinsky, it involves block alternation with underlying pitch coherence. What
kind of listening does each require? How does your body respond differently to
each?

JAZZ CONNECTION

Free jazz created its own formal crisis. When Ornette Coleman dispensed with
chord changes in 1960, he removed the structural framework that had organized
jazz form for decades. Without the changes, what determines when a solo ends?
What gives a performance its shape? Where is the sense of departure and return?

The answers that emerged are various, and each has parallels in the concert
music we have studied:

Ornette Coleman maintained motivic and melodic coherence as his formal
principle. The head — the composed melody — generates the improvisation’s
contour. Listen to “Lonely Woman”: the hauntingly vocal melody of the head
pervades the entire performance. Coleman’s solo does not follow chord changes,
but it follows the shape of the melody — its intervals, its rhythmic profile, its
emotional arc. This is a kind of teleological form: the melody establishes an
expectation, and the improvisation fulfills it through transformation rather than
harmonic resolution.
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Cecil Taylor organized his performances through energy arcs — large-scale
trajectories of density and sparsity, speed and stillness, volume and silence. A
Taylor performance might begin with a sparse, exploratory passage, build through
increasing density and rhythmic complexity to a sustained climax of extraordinary
intensity, then dissipate into fragments and silence. The form is not harmonic but
physical — it is the shape of energy expenditure over time. This is close to Wolpe’s
thinking: the form is the behavior of forces in space, and the body of the performer
is the instrument through which those forces are realized.

ECM-era jazz — Keith Jarrett's European quartet, Pat Metheny’s work with
Lyle Mays, Eberhard Weber’s ensembles — developed through-composed
structures in which written and improvised sections flow together without clear
boundaries. The form is neither the repetitive cycle of a standard nor the open field
of free jazz, but a continuous, evolving texture in which composition and
improvisation are indistinguishable. This has affinities with Stravinsky’s
stratification: contrasting blocks (written passages, improvised passages, textural
interludes) are juxtaposed, and coherence comes from shared thematic material and

timbral consistency.

Wayne Shorter’s late quartet (with Danilo Perez, John Patitucci, and Brian
Blade) discovered form in real time. Shorter would bring sketches — fragments of
melody, harmonic suggestions, rhythmic ideas — and the quartet would
collectively decide, in performance, how to develop them. The form emerged from
the interaction of four musicians responding to one another in the moment. No two
performances of the same piece were structurally alike. This is perhaps the most
radical formal practice in jazz — form as genuinely improvisational process,
determined neither by a pre-existing structure (like changes) nor by a single
organizing intelligence (like a composer’s score), but by collective, real-time
decision-making. It has no exact parallel in the concert music we have studied, but
it resonates with the ideal that all three of our composers shared: form that emerges
from the materials, from the process, from the act of making music itself.
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Lesson 25: Babbitt’s Arie da Capo — A Detailed
Study

Milton Babbitt's Arie da Capo (1974) is, on first encounter, baffling. The sounds are rapid,
dense, and seemingly unpredictable. The five instruments — flute, clarinet (doubling
bass clarinet), violin, cello, and piano — dart and weave through their registers with an
agility that can feel, to the uninitiated ear, like barely controlled chaos. Nothing seems to
repeat. Nothing seems to resolve. The music proceeds with a relentless, shimmering
energy that offers no handholds to the listener trained on tonal landmarks.

And yet: this is a piece that has provoked rapturous responses from musicians who
know it well. Alex Ross described its sound as music that “shuffles and shimmies like
jazz from another planet.” Performers who have lived with the work speak of its
lyricism, its wit, its surprising emotional depth. Something is happening in this music
that rewards sustained, repeated, patient listening — something that analysis can
illuminate but cannot replace.

The advice of the master teacher whose pedagogy underlies this course, which this
lesson will follow, is direct: it took him several listens before Arie da Capo started to gel.
The instruction is equally direct — do not read analytical articles until the music has
started to make sense as music. Let the sound speak first. The analytical scaffolding is
there to deepen an experience you have already begun to have, not to substitute for an
experience you have been unwilling to undergo.

Background and Title

Arie da Capo was composed for the Da Capo Chamber Players, a New York-based
ensemble that commissioned and premiered many of the most important American
chamber works of the 1970s and ’80s. The scoring — flute, clarinet, violin, cello, piano —
is the Pierrot ensemble, the same combination (with minor variations) that Schoenberg
used in Pierrot lunaire (1912) and that has served as a standard chamber grouping for
modernist music ever since. The work lasts approximately fourteen minutes.

The title is a multilayered pun. “Arie” is the Italian plural of “aria” — songs, arias.
“Da capo” means “from the head,” and in Baroque opera a da capo aria has the form A-
B-A: the singer performs the first section, then a contrasting middle section, then returns
to the opening section (usually with embellishments). The title also plays on the
ensemble’s name: arias for the Da Capo players. Five arias, five instruments, each player
taking a star turn. The pun is characteristic of Babbitt — a man who loved wordplay,
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who titled works All Set, Philomel, Whirled Series, It Takes Twelve to Tango — and it signals
something real about the music’s structure: this is a piece organized around the principle

of the solo turn.

The Structure

The architecture of Arie da Capo is elegant and audible once you know what to listen for.

The work consists of five arias, each featuring one instrument as soloist:

+ Aria 1: Clarinet as soloist. The other four instruments (flute, violin, cello, piano)

accompany.
o Aria 2: Cello as soloist.
o Aria 3: Flute as soloist.
e Aria 4: Violin as soloist.

¢ Aria 5: Piano as soloist.

Within each aria, the accompanying instruments do not simply provide a backdrop.
They participate in a precisely structured textural plan. The texture moves through a
palindromic sequence: quintet (all five instruments) — quartet (four instruments) —
trio (three) — quartet — quintet. This creates an arch form — a mirror structure —
nested inside each aria. The texture thins to its most transparent point at the center of

each aria, then expands back outward to its fullest density.

This means the piece has a double structure: at the large scale, five arias in sequence,
each spotlighting a different instrument; at the local scale, within each aria, a
palindromic textural plan that contracts and expands. The large-scale structure is
additive (one aria after another); the small-scale structure is symmetric (an arch within
each section). The interaction of these two structural principles gives the piece its
particular formal character: it moves forward through time (new soloists, new arias)
while simultaneously folding back on itself (the palindromic texture within each aria).

How to Listen

Following the method of this entire course — listen first, analyze later — approach Arie
da Capo through a structured sequence of hearings. Each listen has a specific focus. Do
not try to hear everything at once. The music will not yield to a single encounter.

First listen: pure sound. Do not try to analyze. Do not try to follow a score or count
instruments. Sit in a room where you will not be disturbed, put on a good recording (the
Da Capo Chamber Players’ own recording is the benchmark), and let the sounds wash
over you. Fourteen minutes. What catches your ear? Perhaps a sudden burst of piano
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activity. Perhaps a sustained violin note that emerges from the texture like a thread
pulled from fabric. Perhaps a passage where the clarinet seems to be singing — actually
singing, with a warmth and melodic grace that surprises you given the music’s
reputation for difficulty. Write down, immediately after listening, three things you
noticed. Do not judge them as “right” or “wrong.” They are your entry points.

Second listen: identify the soloists. Now you know the structure: five arias, five
soloists, each instrument taking a turn. Try to hear when each instrument assumes the
solo role. The soloist will be more prominent — more notes, more rhythmic activity,
wider registral range. The accompanying instruments will be comparatively restrained:
fewer notes, narrower range, more sustained or static textures. Can you feel the moment
when one soloist yields and another emerges? The transitions are not abrupt (this is not
Stravinsky’s block form). They are more like shifts of focus — the musical equivalent of a

spotlight gradually moving from one performer to another.

The clarinet opens as soloist. Its line is active, mobile, ranging across registers with
the instrument’s characteristic flexibility. The flute, violin, cello, and piano surround it,
contributing sustained tones, isolated punctuations, brief interjections. When the cello
takes over as soloist in Aria 2, the texture changes: the cello’s line is darker, more
sustained, with the weight and gravity that the instrument’s lower register provides. The
accompanying instruments reconfigure around it. When the flute takes over in Aria 3,
brightness and airiness return — the flute’s upper register floats above the ensemble,
and the accompaniment becomes lighter and more transparent.

Third listen: texture. Now focus on the palindromic textural plan within each aria.
This is harder to hear, because the changes happen gradually and the textures are
complex. But try: when does the full quintet play? You will hear all five instruments
active simultaneously — a dense, busy texture. When does it thin? You will notice
instruments dropping out, the texture becoming more transparent, until only three
instruments remain. Then, gradually, instruments re-enter, and the full quintet returns.
This thinning and thickening is the arch form in action. It gives each aria an internal
shape — a breathing, an expansion and contraction — that you feel as a kind of physical
pulse.

Fourth listen: intervals and pitch relationships. This is where the music’s serial
underpinning begins to surface in your perception. You will not hear the all-partition
array — that is structurally inaudible, a scaffolding rather than a surface. But you will
begin to notice recurring intervallic flavors: certain intervals that appear with particular
frequency, certain pitch combinations that feel characteristic. Minor ninths. Major
sevenths. Tritones. These intervals give the piece its distinctive harmonic color —
astringent, luminous, with unexpected moments of consonance that glow briefly before
dissolving.
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Pay particular attention to the way intervals function differently in different
registers. A minor ninth in the low register (cello and bass clarinet) is heavy, dark, almost
menacing. The same interval in the high register (flute and violin) is bright, piercing,
transparent. Babbitt exploits these registral differences constantly. The same abstract
intervallic content produces radically different sonic results depending on where in the
registral space it is placed. This is spatial composition in Wolpe’s sense: the register is a
physical dimension, and placing a sound in one register rather than another changes its
weight, its color, its function in the texture.

Fifth and sixth listens: the whole. By now, you have heard the piece enough times
that individual moments are becoming familiar. You recognize the clarinet’s opening
gesture. You anticipate the cello’s entrance. You feel the textural palindrome as a
physical shape. Now try to hear the five arias as a complete work — a single fourteen-
minute experience. How do the arias relate to each other? Does the character change as
different instruments take the solo role? The clarinet aria has a certain mercurial
volatility; the cello aria is more grounded; the flute aria is ethereal; the violin aria is
intense, wiry; the piano aria, coming last, has a summative quality — the piano, with its
ability to produce both single lines and dense chords, both sustained tones and
percussive attacks, seems to gather up all the characters of the preceding arias into a
final, comprehensive statement.

Does the piece have an overall trajectory? It is not teleological in the Beethoven sense
— it does not drive toward a harmonic resolution. But there may be an energy arc: a
sense of accumulation across the five arias, each building on the experience of the
previous ones, the texture growing richer and more complex as the piece proceeds. Or
there may be a sense of balance: the five arias as five panels of equal weight, arranged in
a satisfying order. What you hear will depend on your own listening history and musical
sensibility. There is no single “correct” experience of this piece.

The Underlying Structure

For those ready to engage with the technical substrate — and only after multiple

listenings — here is what generates the notes.
Babbitt uses an all-partition array for five voices. The array is a grid in which:
« Each horizontal lyne (Babbitt's term, distinguishing the abstract voice from the

physical instrument) unfolds a series of concatenated twelve-tone rows — multiple
rows linked end to end, forming a long sequence of pitch classes.

» Each vertical aggregate distributes the twelve pitch classes among the five lynes in a
different partition pattern. A partition describes how twelve things are divided into

five groups — for example, 4+3+2+2+1 (one lyne gets four pitch classes, one gets
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three, two get two each, one gets one), or 6+3+1+1+1, or 2+2+2+3+3, and so on. The
number of possible partitions of 12 into 5 nonempty parts is considerable. Babbitt's

array is designed so that every possible partition appears exactly once.

The practical consequence: as the piece unfolds, the distribution of pitch classes
among the five instruments is constantly changing. In one aggregate, the piano may
have six notes and the flute only one. In the next, the distribution may be nearly equal.
In the next, the cello may dominate while the piano is silent. This is what creates the
constantly shifting texture: the array itself determines when each instrument is active,
how many notes it plays, and (through the specific pitch classes it receives) what

intervallic relationships it produces.

The surface of the music — what you actually hear — is Babbitt's realization of this
abstract structure. The array tells him what pitch classes each instrument plays at each
point. Everything else — register, thythm, dynamics, articulation, phrasing — is the
composer’s choice. And it is in these choices that the music lives. Babbitt's registral
decisions create the spatial drama; his rhythmic decisions create the kinetic energy; his
dynamic and articulatory decisions create the physical character of each gesture. The
array is a skeleton. The music is flesh.

The Paradox

Here is the extraordinary thing about Babbitt's compositional method: the underlying
structure is maximally determined while the surface is maximally free. Every pitch
class is fixed by the array. But every other parameter — every aspect of the sound that
you actually perceive as expressive — is the composer’s unconstrained choice. This is
not a contradiction. It is a compositional philosophy: the system provides the what; the
composer decides the how. The result is music of extraordinary variety — each moment

different in character from every other — generated from a structure of absolute rigor.

Performers and listeners who expect the serial system to produce music that sounds
“mechanical” or “mathematical” are unprepared for what they actually hear in Arie da
Capo. The music dances. The rhythms are unpredictable, asymmetric, full of sudden
accelerations and decelerations. The dynamics range from barely audible whispers to
sharp, sudden outbursts. The melodic lines — if “melodic” seems too traditional a word
for Babbitt, listen again — are angular but shapely: they have contour, direction, climax,
and repose. The interactions between instruments are conversational, witty, sometimes
playful, sometimes intense. This is not music generated by a machine. It is music
composed, with extraordinary craft and sensitivity, by a human being who happened to

use a combinatorial system as his starting point.
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Babbitt's background gives the surface a character that connects, unexpectedly, to the
jazz tradition. Before he became America’s most formidable serialist, Babbitt composed
for Broadway. He grew up immersed in American popular music. His rhythmic sense —
the way his music swings between regularity and irregularity, the way a phrase will land
on a rhythmically unexpected beat with the precision of a great jazz drummer — betrays
this background. The rhythmic surface of Arie da Capo is, at its best, as nimble and alive
as a bebop solo. It is “notated with precision, yet it swings; simultaneously emotionally
removed, yet full of pathos; the melodic lines are disjointed, yet form a lyrical tapestry of
sound.”

Portmantonality

In his later works, Babbitt developed what he called portmantonality — a portmanteau
of “portmanteau” and “tonality.” He deliberately arranged his serial structures to
produce, at specific moments, tonal chords, cadential phrases, simulated tonal voice-
leading, and other tonal allusions. These are not accidents. They are not the serial system
producing random consonances. They are composed — Babbitt chose specific registral
and rhythmic placements that would cause the array’s pitch classes to coalesce into

recognizable tonal sonorities.

The effect is uncanny. You are listening to a thoroughly serial texture, and suddenly
— for a beat, for two beats — you hear a major triad, or a dominant seventh chord, or a
cadential resolution. It appears and vanishes like a face glimpsed in a crowd. Was it real?
Was it your imagination? It was real. Babbitt put it there. And its effect depends entirely
on its context: a major triad in a Haydn sonata is structural, expected, part of the tonal
grammar. A major triad in a Babbitt serial work is a momentary allusion, a ghost, a
double meaning. The serial structure and the tonal allusion coexist in the same instant,
each fully present, neither canceling the other. This is portmantonality: a word that is
two words simultaneously, a sound that is two sounds simultaneously.

Arie da Capo predates Babbitt’s explicit theorization of portmantonality, but listen for
similar moments: fleeting instants where the combination of pitches in a particular
register produces a sonority that suggests — just for a moment — a tonal chord or a
tonal interval. These moments are not the point of the piece. But they are part of its
richness, part of the double hearing that Babbitt’s music invites.

What You Are Actually Hearing

Set aside the theory for a moment. What does Arie da Capo sound like?
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It sounds like five musicians having an extraordinarily animated conversation. The
clarinet says something quick and darting; the piano responds with a cluster of notes;
the violin interjects a sustained, high, thin line; the cello rumbles beneath everything; the
flute floats a delicate figure above. Then the roles shift. The cello is suddenly active,
mobile, the center of attention. The other instruments recede, offering quiet support — a
sustained chord in the piano, a single held note in the violin, a brief breath from the
flute.

The texture is constantly in motion. Instruments enter and exit, thicken and thin,
converge and separate. The rhythmic surface is alive with small-scale unpredictabilities
— a note arrives slightly earlier than you expect, a rest is slightly longer, a gesture
accelerates unexpectedly. The dynamic range is enormous: passages of extreme quiet,
where individual notes emerge from silence like distant stars becoming visible, alternate

with passages of sharp, forceful activity.

And through it all, there is a quality that is difficult to name but impossible to miss
once you have heard it: a quality of play. The instruments seem to enjoy their
interactions. There is wit in the way a gesture in one instrument is immediately
contradicted by a gesture in another. There is charm in the way a solo line decorates its
accompaniment. There is drama in the way the full quintet converges for a climactic
moment before dispersing again. This is not austere, forbidding music. It is vivacious,
supple, brilliantly colored music that happens to be organized by a system of
extraordinary complexity.

EXERCISE

Listen to Arie da Capo at least five times over two weeks. Space the listenings — do
not binge. After each listen, write one paragraph describing what you noticed. Be
specific: “At about the four-minute mark, I heard the cello playing a sustained low
note while the clarinet played rapid figures above it, and the piano contributed
isolated high notes that sounded almost like bells.” The specificity matters. It trains

your ear to attend to detail rather than retreating into generalities.

After the fifth listen, read Ciro Scotto’s analysis in Perspectives of New Music
(1988). It will reveal the array structure, the partition patterns, the hexachordal
relationships. Some of what it reveals will confirm things you already heard — “so
that’s why the texture gets thinner there.” Some will identify structures you missed
entirely. Both responses are productive. The confirmations validate your ears. The
revelations give you new things to listen for on your sixth, seventh, and eighth
hearings.

Do not be discouraged if the piece remains partially opaque even after multiple
listenings. Babbitt’'s music is among the most complex ever written. It does not

yield easily. But it does yield — gradually, over time, listen by listen. And the
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process of yielding is itself musically valuable: it trains a depth and precision of
listening that will serve you in everything you play and compose.

JAZZ CONNECTION

The concept of Arie da Capo — each instrument takes a solo turn while others
accompany — is the fundamental structure of a jazz performance. Head, then
solos (each player featured in turn), then head. A quintet plays the melody together,
then the trumpet takes a solo while rhythm section accompanies, then the
saxophone takes a solo, then the piano, then perhaps a bass solo or a drum solo,
then the head returns. This is the da capo aria form applied to five soloists: A (head)
— B1 (trumpet solo) — B2 (sax solo) — B3 (piano solo) — A (head). Babbitt
formalizes what jazz does intuitively.

But there is a crucial difference in the nature of the accompaniment. In a
standard jazz performance, each soloist improvises over the same harmonic
framework — the chord changes of the tune. The rhythm section plays the same
changes for every soloist. The changes are a constant; the solos are variables. In
Babbitt's Arie da Capo, each soloist occupies a unique structural context. The
partition of the array that governs the clarinet’s aria is different from the partition
governing the cello’s aria. The accompanying instruments play different notes, in
different distributions, with different textural densities, for each soloist. The
accompaniment is as composed — as precisely structured — as the solo line itself.

The jazz musician who understands this can think more creatively about what
accompaniment means during someone else’s solo. Instead of defaulting to the
same comping patterns regardless of who is soloing, try varying your
accompaniment based on the soloist’s character. When the trumpet plays, perhaps
the piano comps with sustained voicings and wide spacing, creating an open, airy
texture. When the saxophone solos, perhaps the piano becomes more rhythmically
active, more pointillistic, matching the saxophone’s energy. When the bass solos,
perhaps the piano drops out entirely, letting the drums provide the sole
accompaniment. You are creating, in real time, what Babbitt composed on paper: a
different textural and structural context for each soloist, a different partition of the
ensemble’s resources.

This is the deepest lesson of Arie da Capo for jazz musicians: the
accompaniment is not background. It is a compositional act. Every note the
accompanist plays shapes the soloist’s context, alters the texture, contributes to the
form. Babbitt knew this because he worked it out on paper, note by note. The great
jazz accompanists — Herbie Hancock behind Miles Davis, McCoy Tyner behind
John Coltrane, Bill Evans behind everyone — knew it because they heard it, felt it,
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and responded to it in the moment. The knowledge is the same. The methods of
arriving at it are different. But the musical result — accompaniment as composition,
texture as structure, the ensemble as a field of interacting forces — is what both
traditions, at their best, achieve.
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PART V: FORM, GESTURE, AND
SPACE
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Lesson 26: Late Stravinsky | — Movements for
Piano and Orchestra

There is a peculiar thrill in watching a great composer reinvent himself at seventy-six.
Igor Stravinsky had already transformed music twice — first with the explosive
primitivism of The Rite of Spring, then with the austere neoclassicism of the Symphony of
Psalms and the Rake’s Progress. By the late 1950s, having absorbed the serial techniques of
Schoenberg and, more crucially, of Webern, he was ready for a third transformation.
Movements for Piano and Orchestra, composed in 1958-59, is the work in which that
transformation becomes irrevocable. It is among the most compressed, most radical, and

most beautiful orchestral scores of the twentieth century.

The Commission and the Compression

The Swiss pianist Margrit Weber commissioned the work, expecting a concerto of fifteen
to twenty minutes. What she received was barely ten. Five movements played without
pause, linked by four brief interludes, the whole thing over almost before the listener has
oriented to its language. This compression is not a failure to deliver on a commission; it
is the commission’s fulfillment at a higher level of density. Every gesture in Movements
carries the weight that a conventional concerto distributes across three times the
duration. Stravinsky, who had always valued economy — “I cannot compose more than
I can hear,” he once said — here achieves an economy so extreme that the work seems to
exist at the threshold of silence.

The five movements form an arch: the outer movements are fast and energetic, the
second and fourth are more lyrical, and the central third movement is the slowest and
most introspective. This symmetrical design gives the listener a structural anchor even
when the surface details are bewilderingly complex. Hold onto that arch. It will guide
you through the thicket.

The Row and Its Partitioning

The twelve-tone row of Movements is: E-flat, E, B-flat, A-flat, A, D, C, B, C-sharp, F-sharp,
G F
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Stravinsky partitions this row into two hexachords. Hexachord alpha comprises the
first six notes: E-flat, E, B-flat, A-flat, A, D. Hexachord beta comprises the last six: C, B, C-
sharp, F-sharp, G, F. Each hexachord then undergoes the rotational treatment we studied
in Lesson 21 — successive rotations producing arrays of pitch classes that generate
melodic and harmonic material throughout the work. This is Stravinsky’s first
composition to employ hexachordal rotation fully and systematically. Everything that
follows in his late period — the Variations, Abraham and Isaac, the Requiem Canticles —
builds on the technique as deployed here.

What does rotation sound like? Not like a tone row being played forward and
backward in the manner of orthodox Schoenbergian serialism. The rotational arrays
produce families of intervals — clusters of seconds and sevenths, constellations of
tritones — that recur in constantly shifting configurations. The ear perceives not a
melody being developed but a harmonic field being explored from different angles, the
way you might walk around a sculpture and see entirely different shapes from each
vantage point, yet always recognize the same object.

The Five Movements

Movement I opens with a sharp, crystalline gesture in the piano — a rapid figure that
immediately establishes the work’s character: angular, precise, brilliantly sonorous. The
tempo is fast. The piano states material derived from hexachord alpha, and almost
immediately a flute responds with a brief two-note motif. Then a clarinet. Then a pair of
violins. The effect is of a conversation beginning in fragments — everyone speaking
briefly, no one holding the floor for long. The movement lasts barely ninety seconds. It
ends as abruptly as it began, the piano’s final notes dropping into a silence from which
the first interlude emerges.

Interlude I (woodwinds only) provides a bridge to the second movement, its tempo
already anticipating the slower pulse ahead. The absence of the piano in all four
interludes is a structural signal the ear quickly learns to recognize: when the piano drops
out, you are between movements. The woodwinds play overlapping lines of
extraordinary delicacy — flute, oboe, clarinet weaving a texture that is neither melody
nor accompaniment but something closer to a mobile, all its parts moving at slightly
different speeds.

Movement II is slower, more lyrical — though “lyrical” in late Stravinsky means
something quite different from lyrical in Chopin. The piano plays longer phrases, often
in two voices, while individual orchestral instruments provide answering gestures. A

solo cello sings a line of two or three notes; the piano responds; a horn enters with a
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single sustained pitch that colors the harmony. The texture is intimate, almost
confessional. There is a tenderness here that surprises listeners who think of Stravinsky

as all rhythm and steel.

Interlude II (strings only) deepens the slower tempo further. Muted strings play
sustained tones that hover in the middle register, creating a haze of sound through

which the third movement will emerge.

Movement III, the center of the arch, is the slowest and most spacious. The piano
plays isolated chords separated by silences. Orchestral instruments — a trumpet here, a
bassoon there — contribute single tones that seem to float in an immense acoustic space.
This is where the influence of Webern is most audible: the music exists as much in its
silences as in its sounds. Each note is an event. The movement has an almost meditative
quality, though its harmonic language is sharply dissonant. The tension between the
peacefulness of the pacing and the astringency of the intervals is one of the movement’s
most powerful effects.

Interlude III (brass only) shifts the color dramatically. Low brass — trombones and
tuba — intone a chorale-like passage that anticipates the energy of the fourth movement.
The sonority is dark and warm after the transparency of the third movement.

Movement IV returns to a more animated tempo. The piano engages in rapid
dialogue with strings, the two forces exchanging figures of increasing complexity. There
is a rhythmic vitality here that connects directly to the early Stravinsky — the propulsive
energy of Petrushka or The Soldier’s Tale, compressed into serial language. The movement
builds to the most sustained climax in the work, a passage where piano and strings play
in near-unison before breaking apart into separate lines.

Interlude IV (full orchestra, briefly) acts as an upbeat to the finale, gathering the
forces for the fifth movement’s extraordinary conclusion.

Movement V is the most structurally remarkable of all, and we must discuss it in
some detail.

The Fifth Movement: Construction of Twelve Verticals

In the final movement, Stravinsky employs a technique that will become central to all his
subsequent works. Four different forms of the row are superimposed vertically — that
is, their corresponding notes are stacked on top of one another to produce chords. Since
each row form has twelve notes, and four forms are combined, the result is twelve four-
note chords. These twelve chords become the harmonic foundation of the entire

movement.
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This is a fundamentally different way of generating harmony from serial material. In
classical twelve-tone technique, the row is a melodic entity — it moves forward in time.
Here, the row is frozen into vertical structures — it becomes harmony. The chords that
result are not chosen for their euphony or their tension-resolution properties (as tonal
chords would be) but for their derivation from the row. And yet they produce a
distinctive sonority — hard, bright, resonant — that is unmistakably Stravinskian.

The movement proceeds by presenting these twelve chords in various orderings and
rhythmic configurations, the piano articulating them against orchestral punctuation. The
effect is architectural: you hear a structure being erected, chord by chord, with the
precision and inevitability of stones being laid in a wall. The movement is fast, decisive,
and ends with a gesture of extraordinary finality — a single chord struck by the full
ensemble and then cut off into silence.

Orchestration as Composition

One cannot discuss Movements without confronting its orchestration, because in this
work the scoring is not something applied to pre-existing musical ideas. The scoring IS
the musical idea. Stravinsky never uses the full orchestra at once. The ensemble —
roughly twenty-five players — is treated as a reservoir of possible combinations, and
each combination produces a distinct composition.

When the piano plays with a single flute, the result is a particular kind of music:
transparent, high, cool. When the piano plays with muted strings, the result is entirely
different: warmer, more enveloping, rhythmically more fluid. When the piano plays
against a solo trumpet, the dialogue becomes a contest of equals, two bright, penetrating
sonorities testing each other. Each of these combinations is not merely a different color
applied to the same music. It is different music, because the character of the instruments

shapes the character of the lines they play.

This principle — that scoring determines substance, not merely surface — is
something Stravinsky absorbed in part from Webern, whose music treats each
instrument as a unique voice with irreplaceable properties. But Stravinsky applies the
principle with a dramatic flair that is entirely his own. Webern’s orchestration is
contemplative; Stravinsky’s is theatrical. Each new instrumental combination in

Movements enters like a character walking onstage, immediately establishing a presence.

The instruments play brief motifs of two or three notes — sometimes just a single
sustained tone. This aphoristic brevity comes directly from Webern. But where Webern’s
brevity creates a sense of suspended time, Stravinsky’s brevity creates a sense of
compressed action. Things happen quickly, decisively, irrevocably. A gesture occurs and
is gone. Another replaces it. The ear scrambles to keep up, and the cumulative effect is

exhilarating.
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The Piano’s Role

If you come to Movements expecting a piano concerto in the Romantic sense — a virtuoso
protagonist battling a symphonic orchestra, the soloist’s individuality asserted against
collective force — you will be disoriented. The piano in Movements is not a concerto
soloist. It does not display virtuosity against an orchestral backdrop. It does not have
cadenzas. It does not dominate.

Instead, the piano is the principal voice within a chamber ensemble that constantly
reconfigures around it. The relationship between piano and orchestra is collaborative,
not competitive. The piano is first among equals — it plays more often than any other
instrument, it initiates more gestures, it provides continuity across the shifting
instrumental combinations. But it is always IN the ensemble, never above it. When the
piano drops out (during the interludes), we feel its absence as a withdrawal, not a
silence between displays.

This conception of the soloist’s role has profound implications. It says: the individual
voice matters not for its power to dominate but for its power to connect. The piano
connects the flute passage to the string passage, the brass chorale to the woodwind
filigree. It is the thread running through the tapestry.

Webern’s Influence and Stravinsky’s Identity

Critics in 1959 accused Stravinsky of capitulating to the serialists — of abandoning his
own voice to imitate Webern. This charge was wrong then and is wrong now, but it
persists, so we must address it.

What Stravinsky took from Webern: aphoristic brevity. Pointillistic textures in which
single notes, separated by rests, carry enormous weight. Rhythmic discontinuity — the
avoidance of regular pulse in favor of constantly shifting meters and asymmetric
groupings. An orchestral conception based on individual timbres rather than blended

choirs.

What remains entirely Stravinsky’s own: the rotational array technique, which is his
invention and has no precedent in Webern or Schoenberg. The block-juxtaposition
approach to form — sections placed side by side without transition, their contrast
creating structure. The rhythmic vitality that persists even in the most complex serial
passages: there is a physical energy in Movements that Webern’s music never seeks. And
the characteristic Stravinskian “hardness” of sonority — a preference for bright,
percussive, clearly articulated sounds over the veiled, atmospheric timbres that Webern
often favored.
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The result is a work that sounds like no one else. It is not Webern with added
rhythm. It is not Stravinsky with added rows. It is a genuine synthesis — a new musical
language that could only have been created by a composer who had fully internalized
both the serial method and his own six-decade compositional identity.

Charles Rosen himself performed Movements at Stravinsky’s personal invitation — a
remarkable convergence of the scholar who would write The Classical Style and the
composer who was, in his late seventies, pushing the boundaries of what style itself
could mean. That Rosen, whose deepest sympathies lay with Haydn, Mozart, and
Beethoven, could champion this music with total conviction tells us something essential:
the traditions are not separate. The clarity of thought, the structural audacity, the
compression of means — these connect late Stravinsky to the Viennese Classical masters
as surely as the rotational arrays connect him to Webern.

EXERCISE: THREE LISTENINGS

Listen to Movements for Piano and Orchestra three times. Use any recording —
Charles Rosen’s, if you can find it, or the superb version by Charles Wuorinen with
the Columbia Symphony under Stravinsky’s own direction.

First listening: Simply absorb the sound. Do not try to analyze. Notice the rapid
changes of color — how one instrumental combination gives way to another every
few seconds. Notice the brevity of gestures — how a three-note motif in the flute is
answered by a two-note response in the piano, then silence, then a chord in the
strings. Notice the piano’s constant presence, threading through the shifting
ensemble like a voice in conversation.

Second listening: Try to identify the five movements and four interludes. The
interludes are your landmarks: they lack the piano. When the piano drops out, you
are in an interlude. When it re-enters, a new movement has begun. Can you hear

the arch form — fast, slower, slowest, faster, fast?

Third listening: Focus exclusively on the piano. Is it leading? Accompanying?
Equal? The answer changes from moment to moment, sometimes from note to note.
Track those changes. When the piano states a figure and the orchestra responds, the
piano leads. When the piano sustains a chord while a solo instrument sings above
it, the piano accompanies. When piano and instrument play interlocking figures of
equal weight, they are partners. This constant shifting of role is one of the most
sophisticated features of the work.

I JAZZ CONNECTION
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The concept of a soloist in dialogue with a constantly shifting ensemble is familiar
to any jazz musician who has played in a large group. Think of a big band
arrangement where the soloist plays against different section backgrounds —
saxophones behind one chorus, brass behind the next, thythm section alone for a
third, then perhaps a single instrument from each section combining into an ad hoc
chamber group. The soloist’s character changes depending on who is behind them.
A tenor saxophone solo sounds fundamentally different against a bed of trombones
than against unison clarinets, and the best arrangers exploit this: the same soloist
becomes a different musical personality in each context.

Stravinsky systematizes this principle. Where a big band arranger makes
intuitive choices about which sections to deploy, Stravinsky derives his
combinations from the serial structure itself — the row determines not only the
notes but, through the rotational arrays, which instruments play them. The result is
more rigorous but serves the same musical purpose: variety of texture as a
compositional resource.

Maria Schneider’s orchestral jazz works achieve something remarkably similar
to what Stravinsky does in Movements. In a piece like Cerulean Skies or The Thompson
Fields, a solo voice — often a single horn — engages with a constantly reconfiguring
ensemble texture. The orchestra does not merely accompany; it participates,
challenges, transforms the soloist’s material. Sections emerge and recede. A passage
for solo trumpet against muted trombones gives way to the same trumpet against a
shimmer of flutes and clarinets, and the music has changed utterly even though the
soloist continues the same melodic thought. This is Stravinsky’s insight, arrived at
through jazz’s own tradition of ensemble flexibility.

For improvisers, the lesson is this: your solo does not exist in isolation. The
ensemble around you is not a backdrop — it is a co-composer. Listen to what is
behind you, and let it change what you play. The greatest jazz soloists have always
known this. Now you know that the greatest serial composer of the twentieth

century knew it too.
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Lesson 27: Late Stravinsky Il — Variations and
Requiem Canticles

We turn now to the final two masterworks of Stravinsky’s career — compositions that
represent, respectively, the most extreme compression and the most complete
summation of his art. The Variations: Aldous Huxley in Memoriam (1963-64) distills an
entire orchestral statement into five minutes. The Requiem Canticles (1965-66) condenses
the Catholic funeral mass into fifteen minutes and, in doing so, provides a farewell not
only to the dead but to the living composer himself. Together, these works demonstrate
what becomes possible when a lifetime of compositional mastery is focused through the

lens of serial technique.
Variations: Aldous Huxley in Memoriam

The Occasion

Aldous Huxley — novelist, essayist, philosopher, the author of Brave New World — was
one of Stravinsky’s closest friends during the composer’s decades in Los Angeles. They
shared a neighborhood, a circle of intellectual companions, and a mutual fascination
with the nature of perception. Huxley died on November 22, 1963, the same day
President Kennedy was assassinated — an extraordinary coincidence that meant his
death was barely noticed by the world. Stravinsky noticed. The Variations, composed
over the following year, is his memorial.

The work is approximately five minutes long. For a full orchestra. Five minutes. This
is compression taken to a degree that makes Movements seem expansive by comparison.
Every note must justify its existence. Every silence must earn its duration. The density of
information per second is staggering, and yet the work does not sound dense — it
sounds luminous, transparent, each instrumental voice clearly audible in a texture of
extraordinary clarity.

Variation Without a Theme

Here is the single most important concept in the work, and one that requires you to
rethink what the word “variation” means.
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There is no theme. There is no melody that is presented and then varied in the
manner of a Haydn slow movement, a Beethoven Diabelli, or a Brahms set of character
variations. There is no tune that gets ornamented, rhythmically altered, harmonically
recolored, transposed to different keys, or otherwise subjected to the traditional
techniques of variation form. None of that.

What varies is the medium. The same pitch-class relationships — the same serial
material, derived from the same row — are presented again and again, but each time
through different instruments, in different registers, at different densities, with different
articulations. The MATERIAL stays constant. The MEDIUM changes. Each section of the
work presents what is, in pitch-class terms, essentially the same thing. But because a
passage for twelve solo violins is an entirely different acoustic experience from the same
pitch content played by ten violas and two double basses, or by twelve wind

instruments, each presentation IS a variation — not of a theme, but of a sonority.

This is a radical redefinition. Stravinsky is saying: to vary something, you do not
need to change its notes. You need to change how those notes enter the world — through
what instruments, in what register, at what speed, with what physical gesture. The note
C played by a flute in its highest register, piano, with a gentle attack, is not the same
musical event as the note C played by a trombone in its lowest register, fortissimo, with
a hard accent. They share a pitch class. They share nothing else.

Jazz musicians understand this instinctively. Every improviser knows that playing
the same lick on a different part of the horn, or with a different articulation, or at a
different dynamic, transforms it into something new. Stravinsky has elevated this
intuition into a structural principle.

The Row and Its Rotation

Unlike Movements, where the row is partitioned into two hexachords that are rotated
independently, in the Variations the entire twelve-note row is subjected to rotation. The
row is: D, C, A, B, E, B-flat, A-flat, C-sharp, D-sharp, G, F-sharp, F.

Full-row rotation produces a twelve-by-twelve array — twelve rotations, each
beginning on a successive note of the original row, with intervals adjusted according to
the rotational procedure we studied earlier. This larger array provides a richer field of
pitch material than the hexachordal rotation of Movements, and Stravinsky exploits it to
generate both the melodic lines and the vertical harmonies of the work.
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The Twelve-Part Invention

The central structural feature of the Variations is a three-part invention — or, more
precisely, a single invention presented three times in radically different scorings. This is
the “variation” principle made audible and unmistakable.

Part One: Twelve Solo Violins. Twelve independent lines, each derived from the
rotational array, played simultaneously by twelve solo violins. This is genuine twelve-
voice counterpoint — not pseudo-polyphony where instruments double each other, but
twelve real, independent voices moving through the same pitch-class space at different
speeds and with different rhythmic profiles. The sound is extraordinary: a shimmering,
complex web of string tone, unified by the homogeneity of the violin timbre but
differentiated by the independence of the twelve lines. It is dense without being thick,
intricate without being impenetrable. Each line contributes to a collective texture that no
single line could produce alone.

The twelve lines are organized into four three-bar units, each unit following a
recurring metric pattern: 4/8, then 3/8, then 5/8. This asymmetric pattern — four plus
three plus five equals twelve eighth notes per unit — provides a rhythmic framework
that the ear can grasp even when the pitch content is highly complex. The grouping into
twelve eighth notes is, of course, not coincidental: twelve pitches, twelve eighth notes,
twelve voices.

Part Two: Ten Solo Violas and Two Double Basses. The same pitch material — the
same rotational array — now rescored for deeper instruments. The effect is
transformative. Where the violins were bright and penetrating, the violas and basses are
warm, dark, enveloping. The lines that sparkled in the violin register now glow in the
viola’s middle range, and the two double basses provide a gravitational foundation that
the violins lacked entirely. The counterpoint is the same; the music is different. This is
what Stravinsky means by variation of the medium.

Part Three: Twelve Winds. Flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, and a horn — twelve
wind instruments now take up the same material. The texture changes again,
dramatically. Wind instruments articulate differently from strings: their attacks are more
precise, their sustain less natural, their timbral range wider (a flute and a bassoon are far
more dissimilar than a violin and a viola). The counterpoint that was unified in string
tone and warmed in viola tone is now fractured into a kaleidoscope of wind colors —
bright flute, reedy oboe, liquid clarinet, dry bassoon. The twelve voices are the same. The
twelve voices are completely different.

Between these three main sections, contrasting episodes intervene — passages of
different character that provide relief from the intensity of the twelve-part counterpoint
and establish transitions from one scoring to the next. These episodes are briefer, more
homophonic, less contrapuntally complex.
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Structural Ambiguity

How many variations are there? Scholars disagree. Some count twelve sections
(mirroring the twelve-tone row). Some count eleven. Some hear a prelude and postlude
framing three main sections with episodes between them. The disagreement is not a
failure of analysis; it reflects a genuine ambiguity in the music itself. Stravinsky has
constructed a form that resists neat parsing. Depending on which parameter you
prioritize — pitch content, scoring, texture, rhythmic profile — you arrive at a different
segmentation. The form is not unclear. It is multiply clear. It offers several equally valid

organizational logics simultaneously, and each listening may reveal a different one.

This is a quality worth cultivating in your own compositional thinking. A piece that
can only be heard one way is a piece that has been heard completely after one listening,.
A piece that can be heard several ways rewards return visits.

The Weight of Every Note

Five minutes for a full orchestra. Consider what that means for the density of the
writing. In a conventional orchestral work of twenty or thirty minutes, there is room for
restatement, for transition, for passages that serve a connective rather than a substantive
function. In the Variations, there is no room for anything that is not essential. Every note
carries maximum weight. Every rest is a decision, not a default. The compression
produces an intensity that larger works achieve only at their climaxes. The Variations is
ALL climax — or rather, it operates at a level of intensity where the distinction between

climax and non-climax ceases to apply.

EXERCISE: THREE LISTENINGS

First listening: Notice the three radically different orchestral colors: the high, bright
shimmer of the twelve violins; the dark warmth of the violas and basses; the
fractured brilliance of the twelve winds. These are impossible to miss once you
know to listen for them. They are the most immediately audible feature of the
work.

Second listening: Try to hear the same PITCH CONTENT presented through
these different scorings. This is harder. You are listening for relationships —
intervals, gestures, contours — that persist across the changes of instrumentation.
The “theme” that is being “varied” is the serial material itself, and it takes
concentration to track it through its transformations. Do not worry if you cannot
hear every correspondence. The effort of listening for them will sharpen your ear,
and each subsequent hearing will reveal more.
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Third listening: Focus on the episodes between the three main sections. How
do they differ from the twelve-part invention sections? Are they simpler? Louder?
Softer? Do they prepare the ear for the next scoring, or do they provide contrast for
its own sake? What is their structural function?

Requiem Canticles

“He Was Writing It for Himself”

The Requiem Canticles, composed in 1965-66, is Stravinsky’s last major completed work.
He was eighty-four. His health was failing. His wife Vera later said: “He and we knew he
was writing it for himself.” It was performed at his funeral in Venice in April 1971, in the
Church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo, as his coffin was carried by gondola to the cemetery
island of San Michele, where he was buried near Diaghilev.

This is a “pocket Requiem” — Stravinsky’s own description. The Catholic Requiem
mass is a lengthy liturgical form; Mozart’s setting, unfinished, runs forty-five minutes;
Verdi’s, nearly ninety. Stravinsky compresses it to approximately fifteen minutes. He
does not set the entire text. He selects fragments — phrases, single sentences, sometimes
just a few words — from the traditional liturgy, as if the full text were too much to bear,
or as if the urgency of approaching death permitted only the essentials.

The Synthesis of a Career

The Requiem Canticles is a summa. Everything Stravinsky learned in sixty years of
composition is present. Scholars have heard Oedipus Rex in the “Tuba mirum,” The
Wedding in the Postlude, Russian-period fingerprints in the choral writing, neoclassical
procedures in the formal design. Serial technique coexists with primitivistic rhythmic
energy. Block-juxtaposition form — sections placed side by side without transition —
operates alongside conventional liturgical text-setting. The harmony is atonal, derived
from twelve-tone procedures, yet moments of near-consonance emerge with the
devastating impact that only context can provide: a simple triad in the midst of serial
complexity sounds like a revelation.

This is what it means to reach the end of a long compositional life with all your
faculties intact. Nothing is discarded. Nothing is merely repeated. Everything is
transformed by the accumulated pressure of a lifetime’s experience.
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The Nine Movements

The work falls into nine short movements. Three are purely instrumental; six are vocal.
The instrumental movements form a triangular frame — they open, bisect, and close the
work — and each employs a different instrumental family.

1. PRELUDE (orchestra, strings predominant). The work begins in darkness. Strings
play sustained, probing lines — slow, weighted, chromatic. There is no clear pulse, no
rhythmic energy. The music feels its way forward like a hand reaching through a
lightless room. This is the most “classical” scoring in the work — strings alone have
carried grief since the Baroque — and Stravinsky uses that association deliberately.
Before any text is sung, before any voice enters, the strings establish the emotional
territory: this is a meditation on death.

2. EXAUDI (chorus). “Hear my prayer.” The chorus enters with a serenity so
complete that time itself seems to dissipate. The voices move in slow, closely spaced
harmonies — clusters of seconds that should be dissonant but, in context, sound almost
peaceful. The choral writing is hushed, sustained, liturgical in its calm. There is no
drama here, only supplication. The word-setting is syllabic — one note per syllable —
which gives the text a directness that melismatic setting would obscure. You hear each
word. You feel each word.

3. DIES IRAE (chorus). “Day of wrath.” The calm shatters. The chorus chants in
unwavering eighth notes — a mechanical, relentless, undifferentiated rhythm that
renders the Day of Judgment as something not dramatic but terrible in its impersonality.
There is no climax, no crescendo, no rhetorical shaping. The voices simply iterate, like a
machine pronouncing sentence. The effect is far more frightening than any operatic
depiction of divine wrath, because it is inhuman. Verdi’s Dies Irae is terrifying because it
is passionate; Stravinsky’s is terrifying because it is not.

4. TUBA MIRUM (bass solo). “The trumpet will sound.” A solo bass voice intones
against sparse orchestral punctuation — isolated chords, single notes in the low brass,
silences. The vocal line is angular, declamatory, almost incantatory. Here the echoes of
Oedipus Rex are unmistakable: the same ritualistic quality, the same sense of a voice
speaking from behind a mask, proclaiming truths too large for personal expression. The
bass does not sing TO us. He sings PAST us, toward some authority we cannot see.

5. INTERLUDE (winds only). A breath. A pause between the vocal sections. The
winds play a brief, enigmatic passage — not quite a melody, not quite a chord
progression, something closer to a series of timbral events, each one colored differently
by the combination of instruments involved. After the intensity of the vocal movements,

this purely instrumental interlude feels like stepping into open air from a closed room.
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6. REX TREMENDAE (chorus). “King of dread majesty.” Majestic and terrifying.
The full chorus declaims in massive chords, the orchestral accompaniment heavy with
brass and low strings. This is the most traditionally “grand” moment in the work — the
closest Stravinsky comes to the monumental choral writing of his neoclassical period.
But even here, the serial harmony prevents any sense of tonal resolution. The majesty is
real; the comfort is not. The King is dreadful because His majesty offers no mercy.

7. LACRIMOSA (contralto solo). “Weeping.” The emotional center of the entire
work. A solo contralto sings a keening, descending line against the barest orchestral
accompaniment — a few sustained tones, a chord in the harp, silence. The voice is
exposed, vulnerable, almost unbearably intimate after the impersonal grandeur of the
“Rex tremendae.” This movement contains the only occurrence of “Dona eis requiem” —
“Grant them rest” — in the entire Requiem Canticles. That Stravinsky saves this plea for a
single moment, a single voice, tells us everything about his dramatic instinct: the most
important words are spoken once, quietly, and they carry the weight of the entire liturgy.

8. LIBERA ME (spoken chorus over instruments). “Deliver me.” The text is not
sung. It is spoken. This extraordinary device — voices declaiming Latin words in
rhythm but without pitch, over a continuing instrumental texture — creates an effect
unlike anything else in the choral repertoire. The spoken words float above the
instruments, connected to them rhythmically but disconnected in timbre. They are both
part of the music and outside it. The effect is of a prayer that has gone beyond singing —
words that are too urgent, too immediate, too close to death to be clothed in melody:.
They are raw utterance, and they are devastating.

9. POSTLUDE — “The Five Chords of Death.” Robert Craft, Stravinsky’s assistant
and closest musical collaborator, gave them that name, and it has stuck because it is
exactly right.

The structure: a piercing chord — sharp, high, brief — strikes in flutes, piano, and
harp. Then silence. Then a response: chords of exquisite, shimmering sonority in celesta,
vibraphone, and tubular bells. The bells toll. The metallic resonance hangs in the air,
overtones multiplying, the sound decaying with agonizing slowness. Then silence again.
Then the piercing chord returns. Then the bells again.

The pattern repeats three times, establishing a ritual: sharp attack, silence, resonant
tolling, silence. Each repetition deepens the ritual’s inevitability. Then three final chords
of tolling bells alone, the sharp attacks gone, only the resonance remaining, fading into a

silence from which no further sound will come.

What makes this passage among the most extraordinary in all of music — and I use
that phrase with full deliberation — is the temporal effect. The sharp chords exist in
clock time: they are brief, precise, measurable. The bell tones exist in acoustic time: their
resonance extends beyond their notated duration, the overtones of celesta, vibraphone,
and tubular bells creating harmonics that were never written in the score. These
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additional harmonics — the “acoustic halo” surrounding each struck note — produce a
sense of space that no notation could capture. The music seems to expand beyond its
own boundaries. Time slows. The silences between the tolling bells grow, subjectively,
longer and longer, until the final silence is not an ending but a dissolution. The music
does not stop. It dissipates, like breath leaving a body.

Stravinsky described the Postlude’s effect as “delivery into the distant, ice-cold bell-
tolling processional.” It is an outcome without either joy or sorrow — beyond both, in
some territory where human emotion meets the indifference of eternity. It is, in every

sense, a last word.

The Triangular Frame

The three instrumental movements — Prelude (strings), Interlude (winds), Postlude
(percussion and keyboards) — create a frame within which the six vocal movements are
suspended. Each instrumental movement uses a different family of instruments, so the
frame itself embodies the principle of timbral variation we studied in the Variations. The
strings that open the work are warm, human, close. The winds that bisect it are cooler,
more distant. The percussion and keyboards that close it are cold, metallic, otherworldly.
The trajectory is away from the human voice and toward pure resonance — away from
the body and toward whatever lies beyond it.

The six vocal movements present fragments of the Requiem text, not its entirety.
“Exaudi” but not “Introit.” “Dies irae” but not “Sequentia” in full. “Lacrimosa” but not
“Offertorium.” The effect is of a liturgy remembered incompletely — or a liturgy from
which only the essential words survive, the rest having fallen away under the pressure
of mortality. You do not need the entire text when you are dying. You need “hear me,”

s

“deliver me,” “grant them rest.”

The B-A-C-H Motif

Throughout the Requiem Canticles, the pitch sequence B-flat, A, C, B-natural appears —
sometimes prominently, sometimes buried in the texture. In German musical
nomenclature, B-flat is called “B,” and B-natural is called “H.” The sequence therefore
spells B-A-C-H.

This is a tribute, and more than a tribute. Stravinsky, who began his career as a
student of Rimsky-Korsakov and first achieved fame with the Russian ballets, who then
turned to the neoclassical style with its explicit invocations of Bach, Handel, and
Pergolesi, and who finally embraced the serial technique that Schoenberg derived from a
rigorous extension of Bach’s contrapuntal principles — Stravinsky sees himself, at the
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end, as an inheritor of the contrapuntal tradition that Bach represents. The B-A-C-H
motif in the Requiem Canticles is a signature on a will: I received this tradition, I

transformed it, I pass it on.

This connects the Requiem Canticles directly to everything we have studied about
counterpoint. The line runs from Bach through the Viennese masters, through
Schoenberg and Webern, through Wolpe and Babbitt, to this final work of Stravinsky’s
— a line of contrapuntal thinking that spans two hundred and fifty years and yet
remains, at its core, concerned with the same questions: How do independent voices
coexist? How does horizontal motion generate vertical harmony? How does structure
create meaning?

EXERCISE: TWO LISTENINGS

First listening: Follow the nine-movement structure. Note the alternation of vocal
and instrumental movements: instrumental (Prelude), vocal (Exaudi), vocal (Dies
Irae), vocal (Tuba Mirum), instrumental (Interlude), vocal (Rex Tremendae), vocal
(Lacrimosa), vocal (Libera Me), instrumental (Postlude). Feel the compression —
each movement is very short, most under two minutes, some under one. The entire
work passes like a ceremony glimpsed through a half-open door: you see

fragments, hear fragments, and your imagination supplies the rest.

Second listening: Focus on the Postlude. Listen to it three or four times if
necessary. The five chords of death followed by the bell-tolling are the emotional
and structural culmination of the entire work — indeed, of Stravinsky’s entire
career. What makes them so powerful?

Consider: the contrast between the sharp, short chords (flutes, piano, harp —
instruments that produce sound by striking or blowing, with rapid decay) and the
long, resonant bell tones (celesta, vibraphone, tubular bells — instruments whose
sound continues and evolves after the initial attack). This contrast creates a
temporal dilation. The sharp chords mark time; the bell tones suspend it. Each pair
of sharp-chord-and-bells stretches the listener’s sense of duration further, until the
final bells seem to toll in a time outside of time — not slow, exactly, but no longer

fast either. Simply: eternal.

I JAZZ CONNECTION

The concept of setting text — and specifically of SPEAKING text over instrumental
music — connects to jazz’'s own spoken-word traditions. The Last Poets, Gil Scott-
Heron, and the entire lineage of jazz-poetry performance from the Beat era through
contemporary hip-hop all share with Stravinsky’s “Libera me” the fundamental
insight that the speaking voice, when placed against instrumental music, occupies a
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unique perceptual space. It is both part of the texture and separate from it. It
conveys meaning through words and rhythm simultaneously but refuses the
abstraction that singing imposes on language. When Gil Scott-Heron speaks “The
Revolution Will Not Be Televised” over a funk groove, the words hit harder for not
being sung. When Stravinsky’s chorus speaks “Libera me, Domine” over sustained
orchestral tones, the prayer hits harder for the same reason.

The Requiem Canticles’ dramatic use of silence and space is something jazz
musicians understand in their bones. Miles Davis built entire performances around
what he did not play. The spaces between his notes were not absences of music but
presences of a different kind — moments when the listener’s imagination, primed
by what came before and anticipating what might come next, generated its own
interior music. Stravinsky’s silences in the Postlude function identically. They are

not gaps. They are the architecture’s load-bearing members.

And the “acoustic halo” of the Postlude — where the overtones of celesta and
vibraphone create additional harmonics beyond the written notes — is something
every jazz musician who plays with a vibraphone or uses the sustain pedal on a
piano can relate to directly. When you hold the sustain pedal and play a chord, the
sympathetic vibrations of the undamped strings produce harmonics that enrich
and complicate the sound in ways you did not explicitly choose. The instrument’s
natural resonance becomes part of the composition. Bobby Hutcherson knew this.
Gary Burton knew this. Stravinsky knew this too, and in the Requiem Canticles he
made it the defining feature of his final statement.

What these three late works — Movements, Variations, Requiem Canticles — teach
us, taken together, is that the most radical compositional techniques are not
abstractions divorced from musical experience. They are refinements of principles
that every practicing musician encounters daily: the soloist’s dialogue with the
ensemble, the transformation of material through re-scoring, the power of silence,
the resonance that extends beyond what is written. Stravinsky spent his last decade
proving that twelve-tone serialism was not a rejection of musical instinct but its
most rigorous expression. The jazz musician who improvises a solo against a
shifting ensemble background, who reshapes a melody by changing its articulation,
who uses silence as a structural element, who listens to the overtones ringing after
the last note — that musician is practicing, intuitively, what Stravinsky codified in
these final works.

The tradition continues. It has always continued. From Bach to Stravinsky to
the bandstand — the line is unbroken.
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PART VI: INTEGRATION AND
APPLICATION
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Lesson 28: The Threads Between — A
Synthesis

We have now spent twenty-seven lessons listening, analyzing, and thinking about music
from the Baroque through the late twentieth century. We have studied Bach’s
counterpoint in detail, absorbed Rosen’s account of the Classical style, followed the
dissolution of tonality through Wagner and into Schoenberg’s twelve-tone method, and
engaged seriously with three of the most important post-tonal composers of the
twentieth century: Wolpe, Babbitt, and Stravinsky. Along the way, we have repeatedly
drawn connections to jazz practice — not as an afterthought or a concession to your

backgrounds, but because the connections are real and deep.

This lesson steps back from any single composer or technique to ask a larger
question: what threads run through all of this music? What principles connect a Bach
triple fugue to a Babbitt all-partition array, a Haydn development section to a Coltrane
extended improvisation, a Wolpe pitch constellation to a Bill Evans voicing? The answer
is not a vague appeal to “universals” in music. It is something more specific and more
useful: a set of compositional habits of mind that recur across four centuries of Western
music because they address fundamental problems that all composers face.

Combinatorial Thinking from Bach to Babbitt

Consider what Bach is doing in the triple fugue of the Well-Tempered Clavier, Book II, B-
flat minor (BWV 883). He has three subjects — three distinct melodic identities, each
with its own rhythmic character and intervallic profile. These three subjects are
designed, with extraordinary precision, to work in any vertical arrangement. Subject 1
can appear above, below, or between Subjects 2 and 3. Every permutation of the three
voices against the three subjects is musically viable: the counterpoint is invertible at
multiple intervals, the harmonic implications of each combination are controlled, the
rhythmic interplay creates forward motion regardless of which subject occupies which
register. Bach is not merely writing a fugue with three themes. He is exploring the
permutational space of three musical objects — discovering what his materials can do
when systematically combined.

This is combinatorial thinking. It is the impulse to take a finite set of elements and
explore, as thoroughly as possible, the ways those elements can be arranged, combined,

and transformed.
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Now consider what happens in a Classical development section. Haydn takes the
theme from his exposition — a compact melodic idea, often no more than four or five
notes in its essential form — and subjects it to a systematic exploration of its
transformational potential. He fragments it, isolating the head motif or a characteristic
interval. He sequences it through a cycle of keys. He reharmonizes it, placing the same
melodic fragment over different bass lines to reveal different harmonic implications. He
inverts it, augments it, combines it contrapuntally with other thematic fragments. The
development section is, in essence, an investigation: given this material, what can be
done with it? How many musical situations can it generate? Beethoven expands this
investigation to vast proportions — the Eroica development is 245 bars of continuous
exploration of the exposition’s thematic potential — but the underlying impulse is
identical.

Stravinsky’s rotational arrays in his late serial works represent the same impulse in a
post-tonal context. Take a hexachord — six pitch classes with a specific intervallic profile.
Rotate it: move the first pitch class to the end, generating a new ordering of the same six
notes. Transpose the rotated form. Repeat the process. The result is a matrix of related
pitch collections, all derived from the same source hexachord through systematic
transformation. Stravinsky is not composing by formula; he is using the matrix as a
reservoir of related pitch materials from which he selects, with his unerring ear for
sonority and gesture, the combinations that serve his musical purpose. But the method
— generating a field of possibilities through systematic permutation of a limited set — is
the same method Bach employs in his invertible counterpoint.

Babbitt’s all-partition arrays carry this impulse to its logical extreme. An all-partition
array exhausts every possible way of distributing twelve pitch classes among the
available voices. Every partition of the aggregate — all twelve in one voice, six and six,
four-four-four, three-three-three-three, and every other possible distribution — appears
exactly once in the course of the work. The constraint is absolute: no distribution is
repeated, no possibility is left unexplored. This is combinatorial thinking pursued to
exhaustiveness, the composer imposing upon himself the discipline of exploring the
complete permutational space of his materials.

The thread that connects these practices is not stylistic. Bach, Haydn, Stravinsky, and
Babbitt do not sound alike. Their aesthetic goals are different, their harmonic languages
are different, their relationships to the listener are different. What they share is a
compositional attitude: the conviction that a limited set of elements, rigorously explored,
can generate an entire musical world. This conviction — that richness comes from the
thorough exploration of constrained materials, not from the accumulation of diverse
materials — is arguably the deepest common principle in Western compositional
thinking from the fifteenth century to the present.
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For jazz musicians, this principle has immediate resonance. The blues is a
combinatorial structure: twelve bars, three chords (in its basic form), a handful of scale
degrees with expressive inflections. The entire history of jazz blues — from Robert
Johnson through Charlie Parker through Ornette Coleman — is the history of what can
be done within those constraints. The changes to “Rhythm Changes” are another finite
set that has generated an inexhaustible body of music. And at the level of individual
performance, the greatest improvisers — Parker, Coltrane, Shorter, Rollins — are
characterized precisely by their ability to take a small motivic idea and explore its
combinatorial potential in real time.

Voice-Leading as Universal Principle

The second thread is more immediately audible. Voice-leading — the principle that
individual notes move to other individual notes by the shortest and smoothest available
paths — operates in virtually every Western musical style, whether the composer or
performer is conscious of it or not.

In a Bach chorale, four voices move from chord to chord according to well-defined
conventions: stepwise motion is preferred, common tones are retained, large leaps are
avoided (and when they occur, they are compensated by stepwise motion in the
opposite direction), parallel fifths and octaves are prohibited. These are not arbitrary
rules. They are the codification of a perceptual reality: the human ear tracks individual
voices. When voices move by step, the listener can follow them. When voices leap
arbitrarily, the sense of independent linear motion is lost. Bach’s chorale harmonizations
sound the way they do — smooth, inevitable, perfectly balanced — because every voice
maintains its own melodic logic even as the four voices together produce a succession of
functional harmonies.

Schenker revealed that this same principle operates at deeper structural levels in
tonal music. Beneath the elaborate surface of a Chopin nocturne or a Brahms
intermezzo, a skeleton of voice-leading motions connects the large-scale harmonic pillars
of the piece. The Urlinie — the fundamental melodic line that descends stepwise from a
structural upper voice to the tonic — is not a melody in the conventional sense. It is the
deepest voice-leading motion of the entire piece, audible not as a tune but as a sense of
directed motion, of the music heading somewhere and arriving. Rosen’s analyses, while
not strictly Schenkerian, share this fundamental insight: surface complexity is generated
from, and controlled by, deeper voice-leading structures.

In Wolpe’s post-tonal music, voice-leading operates differently but no less
powerfully. Wolpe himself described it: “The component parts of the sound are always
part of the linear-thematic forces, are ‘shot through’ by them, permeated, channeled, led
in and out.” In a Wolpe composition, a dense chord is not a static object. It is a
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convergence of moving voices, each of which has arrived from somewhere and is
headed somewhere else. The voices may move by intervals larger than a step — Wolpe's
expanded pitch space permits wider leaps — but the principle remains: sounds move to
other sounds through traceable linear paths. Wolpe’s concept of “organic chromaticism”
is, at its root, a theory of voice-leading in a context where the traditional constraints of
diatonic tonality no longer apply but the perceptual reality — that the ear tracks linear
motion — still does.

And in jazz, voice-leading is the foundation of effective harmonic practice. Shell
voicings — the reduction of seventh chords to root, third, and seventh — are explicitly a
voice-leading device: the third of one chord resolves by half-step to the seventh of the
next, and vice versa, producing a smooth two-voice counterpoint that outlines the
harmonic progression with maximum efficiency and minimum motion. Bill Evans’s
great innovation was to apply sophisticated voice-leading logic to extended harmonies:
his rootless voicings in the left hand move by half-steps and whole-steps through 9ths,
11ths, and 13ths, creating lines of extraordinary smoothness within textures of
considerable harmonic complexity. Evans was a devoted student of Bach, and the

connection is direct: chorale-style voice-leading applied to a jazz harmonic vocabulary.

The thread: music is always about how sounds move to other sounds. Whether the
context is tonal or post-tonal, composed or improvised, scored for orchestra or played on
a solo instrument, the ear tracks the motion of individual voices through a musical
texture. Composers who understand this — who think not just in terms of vertical
sonorities but in terms of the linear paths that connect one sonority to the next — write
music that sounds coherent, directed, alive. This is as true for a pianist voicing changes
at a jazz gig as it is for Bach writing a four-part chorale or Wolpe composing a chamber
piece.

Structural Hearing Across Styles

Rosen’s concept of structural hearing — the ability to perceive the relationship between
a local musical event and the large-scale structure it inhabits — may be the single most
important skill this course has tried to develop. In tonal music, structural hearing means
understanding that a chord is not just a sonority but a function: it serves a role within a
key, and that key serves a role within a tonal plan that spans the entire movement. A V
chord in bar 47 of a Beethoven sonata is not merely a dominant. It may be the structural
dominant that prepares the recapitulation, in which case it carries the accumulated tonal
tension of the entire development section. Or it may be a local dominant within a brief
tonicization, a passing event of no structural consequence. The difference is audible —

but only to a listener who has learned to hear structure.
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This same faculty operates in Stravinsky’s late music, though the materials are
different. Joseph Straus demonstrated how pitch-class centricity functions in
Stravinsky’s serial works: certain pitch classes assume structural priority through
registral placement, durational emphasis, repetition, and association with formal
boundaries. These priorities are not tonal in the traditional sense — they do not create
functional harmonies or key relationships — but they establish a hierarchy of pitch
importance that the ear can track across the discontinuous, block-like surface of
Stravinsky’s late style. To hear this centricity is to hear structure: to understand that a
particular pitch class in bar 80 relates to the same pitch class in bar 12, not as a random
recurrence but as a structural connection that articulates the form.

In Wolpe, structural hearing takes yet another form. Wolpe’s music often works by
stating a gesture or pitch configuration early in a piece and then subjecting it to what he
called “new environments” — recontextualizing the same material in different registers,
densities, tempi, and timbral settings. To hear a Wolpe piece structurally is to recognize
the reappearance of a familiar element in an unfamiliar context — to hear that the three-
note cell stated quietly in the opening measures is the same cell that erupts fortissimo in
a different register two minutes later, and that the relationship between these two
statements is a structural relationship, not a coincidence. Wolpe described this as hearing
“across the discontinuum” — tracking continuity through surfaces of maximum
contrast.

In Babbitt, structural hearing means perceiving the relationship between the surface
— the actual notes, rthythms, dynamics, and timbres that the performers produce — and
the underlying array that generates them. When a partition change occurs in a Babbitt
piece, the texture shifts: the distribution of pitch classes among voices changes,
producing new combinations, new densities, new registral placements. These partition
boundaries articulate the form of the piece as clearly as key changes articulate the form
of a sonata. But you have to know what to listen for. The structural hearing that Babbitt's
music demands is no different in kind from what Rosen asks of Beethoven'’s listeners —
it is the same faculty, applied to different materials.

The thread: at every level and in every style, compositional hearing means
connecting the local to the global, the note to the form. A listener who hears only the
immediate surface — the pretty chord, the energetic thythm, the beautiful melody — is
hearing something, but not the music’s argument. The music’s argument is the
relationship between the parts and the whole, between what is happening now and
what happened before and what will happen next, between the surface event and the
structural level it articulates. Developing this capacity to hear connections across time is
the central discipline of musical understanding, and it applies with equal force to a
Haydn quartet, a Babbitt serial composition, and a Wayne Shorter performance.
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David Lewin’s Transformational Theory as Unifying
Framework

The connections we have been tracing intuitively — combinatorial thinking, voice-
leading, structural hearing — received a rigorous mathematical formalization in 1987,
when David Lewin published Generalized Musical Intervals and Transformations. Lewin’s
achievement was to reconceive the concept of musical interval not as a static distance
between two pitches but as a transformation — an operation that takes you from one
musical object to another.

In Lewin’s framework, a Generalized Interval System (GIS) is defined by three
elements: a set of musical objects, a mathematical group of transformations, and a
function that assigns to each pair of objects the transformation that takes you from one

to the other. This is abstract, but its implications are concrete and far-reaching.

When we say that Bach inverts a fugue subject, we are describing a transformation:
the operation “invert” maps each ascending interval to the corresponding descending
interval. When we say that a Classical sonata modulates from the tonic to the dominant,
we are describing a transformation: the operation “transpose up by a fifth” maps every
scale degree of the home key to the corresponding degree of the dominant key. When we
say that Schoenberg retrogrades a tone row, we are describing a transformation: the
operation “reverse the order” maps each element of the row to its mirror position. These
operations — inversion, transposition, retrograde — are elements of mathematical
groups. They compose with each other, they have inverses, they obey associative laws.

The same algebraic structure underlies all of them.

This is not a coincidence, and it is not a mere mathematical curiosity. It reflects the
deep structural continuity of Western compositional thinking. When Lewin analyzes a
Bach fugue and when he analyzes a Schoenberg string quartet, he uses the same
theoretical language — the same transformational vocabulary — because the
compositional operations involved are, at a fundamental level, the same kinds of
operations. The surface materials differ (diatonic melodies versus twelve-tone rows), the
aesthetic goals differ (tonal coherence versus serial consistency), but the
transformational logic is shared.

For jazz musicians, this insight has practical value. When you think of a tritone
substitution — replacing G7 with Db7 — you are performing a specific transformation:
T6, transposition by six semitones. The tritone substitution works because the two
dominant seventh chords share their guide tones (the third and seventh swap roles),
which is to say: the T6 transformation preserves the voice-leading skeleton while
changing the root. This is the same T6 operation that Babbitt uses in his combinatorial
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hexachord pairings — a hexachord and its T6 transposition together exhaust the
aggregate. The jazz musician and the serial composer are using the same transformation
for different musical purposes, but the mathematical structure is identical.

Similarly, when you reharmonize a melody by substituting a chord whose root is a
minor third away from the original — Cm?7 for Ebmaj7, say — you are applying T3 or T9
(depending on direction). When you play a pattern in all twelve keys, you are cycling
through the twelve transposition operations. When you invert a melodic phrase in your
solo, you are applying the same inversion operation that Bach applies to a fugue subject.
The transformational perspective does not make these jazz practices “classical.” It
reveals that they are instances of a shared musical logic that transcends stylistic
boundaries.

Lewin’s framework also illuminates the listening practices we have developed
throughout this course. Structural hearing, as we have described it, is fundamentally the
perception of transformations: hearing that this passage relates to that passage through a
specific operation (transposition, inversion, rhythmic augmentation, reorchestration).
Lewin’s theory gives us a precise language for what the ear does intuitively when it
recognizes a transformed recurrence of earlier material — whether in a Bach fugue, a
Beethoven development section, or a Coltrane solo.

EXERCISE

Choose one of the four threads described in this lesson — combinatorial thinking,
voice-leading, structural hearing, or transformational logic — and trace it through
four centuries. Begin with a specific example from Bach (a fugue, an invention, a
chorale harmonization). Move to a specific example from the Classical period (a
Haydn, Mozart, or Beethoven sonata movement). Then to a specific twentieth-
century work (Wolpe, Babbitt, or Stravinsky). Finally, to a specific jazz recording
(any artist, any era).

For each example, describe in concrete terms how your chosen principle
manifests. Be specific: cite measure numbers, identify pitches, describe voicings,
name transformations. Your goal is not to argue that “all music is the same” — it is
not. Your goal is to demonstrate that a single compositional principle can generate
radically different music depending on the style, the materials, and the imagination
of the composer or improviser. The principle is shared; the music is unique.

Write one page. Aim for the precision of a Rosen analysis rather than the
generality of a textbook summary.
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Lesson 29: Compositional Hearing and )azz
Practice

This lesson makes explicit what has been implicit throughout the course. Every concept
we have studied — counterpoint, voice-leading, motivic development, structural
tension, serial method, spatial thinking, formal process — has direct and practical
application to jazz musicianship. This is not a matter of “applying classical theory to
jazz,” which implies a one-directional borrowing from a superior tradition. It is a matter
of shared foundations. The Western musical traditions we call “classical” and “jazz”
draw from the same deep well of compositional logic. The greatest jazz musicians have
always known this. The purpose of this lesson is to make the knowledge systematic.

Voice-Leading and Comping

Return to the Bach chorale. Four voices, each maintaining melodic independence,
together producing a succession of functional harmonies. The rules are familiar by now:
stepwise motion preferred, common tones retained between adjacent chords, contrary
motion between outer voices, no parallel fifths or octaves, each voice maintaining a
singable line. These are principles of efficient voice motion — getting from one harmony

to the next while maximizing smoothness and linear coherence.

Now consider what happens when a jazz pianist comps behind a soloist. The left
hand (or both hands, if not simultaneously playing melody) produces a succession of
chord voicings that support the harmonic progression. The difference between
competent comping and great comping is almost entirely a matter of voice-leading. A
competent player knows the correct voicings for each chord. A great player connects
those voicings so that each voice moves by the smallest possible interval to its next
destination — so that the chord changes are not a sequence of separate harmonic events
but a continuous flow of moving voices.

Shell voicings — root, third, seventh — are the clearest distillation of this principle.
In a ii-V-I progression in C major (Dm7 - G7 - Cmaj7), the shell voicings reveal the
essential voice-leading skeleton: the F (seventh of Dm7) moves down by half-step to E
(third of G7, then becomes a common tone as the third of Cmaj7 if the voicing is
adjusted, or moves down to the root); the C (seventh of Dm7 considered as the fourth, or
the root considered as root) moves to B (third of G7). The seventh of one chord resolves
to the third of the next. This is textbook chorale voice-leading — the principle of
resolution by step — reduced to its essential two-voice counterpoint.
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Bill Evans understood this with a depth that permanently changed jazz piano. His
innovation was not the use of extensions — other pianists used 9ths and 13ths before
him. His innovation was applying rigorous voice-leading logic to extended voicings. In
Evans’s rootless left-hand voicings, the 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 9th (or 3rd, 6th, 7th, and 9th,
depending on chord quality) move by half-step and whole-step from chord to chord,
producing lines of extraordinary smoothness. Each voice in the four-note voicing has its
own melodic trajectory — a chromatic descent here, a sustained common tone there, a
half-step resolution somewhere else. The texture has the same quality of independent-
voice-motion that defines a Bach chorale, translated into a jazz harmonic vocabulary.

Evans himself made the connection explicit. “You can never play enough Bach,” he
told students. He did not mean that jazz pianists should imitate Bach’s style. He meant
that Bach’s contrapuntal practice develops the essential skill: the ability to think in
independent voices, to hear a chord not as a block of sound but as a convergence of
moving lines.

Practical application: take any jazz standard — “All the Things You Are” is ideal for
this purpose, given its rich chromatic voice-leading — and harmonize it in four parts,
Bach-chorale style. Use jazz chord qualities (major 7ths, minor 7ths, dominant 7ths with
extensions) but follow strict voice-leading rules: stepwise motion, common tones,
contrary motion between outer voices. You will discover two things. First, the voice-
leading is often already implicit in the standard chord changes — the great songwriters
were superb voice-leaders. Second, the exercise develops a way of hearing harmony that
will transform your comping, because you will begin to hear chord changes not as a

succession of vertical sonorities but as a network of linear motions.

Motivic Development and Improvisation

The principle of motivic development — taking a compact musical idea and discovering
its potential through fragmentation, transposition, inversion, augmentation, diminution,
rhythmic transformation, and recontextualization — is common to virtually every
compositional practice we have studied. Bach’s fugue subjects generate entire
movements. Beethoven’s four-note motif in the Fifth Symphony generates an entire
symphony. Wolpe’s pitch cells generate extended compositions through what he called
“multiplication of meanings” — placing the same intervallic configuration in different
registers, densities, and rhythmic contexts to reveal its multiple identities.

In jazz improvisation, motivic development is the difference between a solo that tells
a story and a solo that merely fills time with competent scale-running. Sonny Rollins’s
1956 recording of “St. Thomas” is the locus classicus. The calypso melody provides
Rollins with a few simple motivic cells — a rising fourth, a descending scalar fragment, a
syncopated repeated-note figure. Over the course of several choruses, Rollins takes these
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cells apart and reassembles them. He isolates the rising fourth and sequences it through
different pitch levels. He takes the repeated-note rhythm and applies it to different
pitches. He inverts the descending fragment, turning it into an ascending line. He
fragments, augments, displaces, and recombines. The solo is a masterclass in motivic
composition — created in real time, without the luxury of revision, but displaying the
same developmental rigor that Beethoven brings to his development sections.

Wayne Shorter’s compositions demonstrate motivic economy at the level of form. A
Shorter tune like “Footprints” or “Nefertiti” is built from a handful of intervals — often
a minor second, a perfect fourth, and a tritone — that generate both the melody and the
harmonic structure. The effect is of music that is all of a piece, where every element
relates to every other element not through repetition but through shared intervallic
DNA. This is Wolpe’s concept of a “pitch constellation” realized within a jazz

compositional language.

Coltrane’s systematic exploration of interval cycles — the “sheets of sound” period,
the Giant Steps changes, the extended modal explorations of the 1960s — represents
motivic development at the level of harmonic and intervallic structure itself. The Giant
Steps changes are generated by a single principle: the division of the octave into three
equal parts (major thirds), creating a cycle of key centers a major third apart. This is not a
chord progression in the conventional sense; it is an intervallic structure — a motif at the
level of tonal organization — that generates a harmonic landscape of extraordinary
consistency and ferocious difficulty.

Practical application: in your next practice session, choose a three-note motive from
the melody of the tune you are working on. Improvise an entire chorus using only
transformations of this motive. Transpose it to fit the changing harmonies. Invert it.
Augment the rhythm. Fragment it to a two-note cell, then rebuild it. Combine two
statements in different registers. You will find this constraint liberating rather than
limiting — by narrowing your materials, you are forced to discover their potential,
which is precisely the combinatorial impulse that drives composed music from Bach to
Babbitt.

Large-Scale Form and Solo Architecture

Rosen’s description of sonata thinking — the creation of tonal tension, its intensification
through development, and its resolution in the recapitulation — maps directly onto the
architecture of a well-constructed jazz solo. This is not a metaphorical comparison. The
underlying dramatic logic is the same: establish a situation, complicate it, resolve it.

A great jazz solo has an arc. The opening choruses are typically exploratory: the
improviser states ideas, tests the harmonic territory, establishes a melodic character. The

middle choruses intensify: the range widens, the rhythmic density increases, the
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intervals grow larger, the dynamic level rises, the harmonic implications become bolder.
The final chorus (or choruses) resolves: the energy peaks and subsides, the original
melodic character returns (perhaps transformed), a sense of completion emerges. This is
sonata thinking without sonata form — the dramatic principle abstracted from its
specific tonal mechanism.

Coltrane’s extended performances on “My Favorite Things” illustrate this with
particular clarity. Over fifteen or twenty minutes, the soprano saxophone traces an arc
that begins with the simple melody, moves through increasingly intense modal
explorations (wider intervals, higher register, faster rhythmic subdivisions, greater
volume, more dissonant pitch collections), reaches a climax of almost overwhelming
density, and then returns to the melody — transformed by everything that has
happened, but recognizable, home. The structural logic is identical to a Beethoven
development section: accumulate tension through transformation of basic material, then
release it through return. The time scale is different — Coltrane’s arcs unfold over twelve
or fifteen minutes rather than the two or three minutes of a typical Classical
development — and the means are different (modal improvisation rather than tonal

modulation), but the dramatic intelligence is the same.

Wayne Shorter’s compositions create formal expectations and fulfill them in
surprising ways — which is precisely Rosen’s description of how sonata form works in
the hands of a great composer. A Shorter tune like “Pinocchio” establishes a harmonic
pattern in its first phrase, then deviates from that pattern in the second phrase in a way
that is both unexpected and, in retrospect, inevitable. The listener’s expectations are
engaged by the initial pattern and then redirected by the deviation — a process that
Rosen identifies as the essential mechanism of Classical formal drama. Shorter achieves
in eight bars what Haydn achieves in eighty, but the compositional strategy is the same:
create an expectation and then do something more interesting than fulfilling it.

Post-Tonal Resources for Jazz

Beyond the traditional jazz vocabulary of chord-scale theory lies a vast territory of pitch
organization that the composers in this course have mapped. These resources are not
“classical” techniques to be borrowed; they are compositional tools available to any
musician with the ears and imagination to use them.

Pitch cells and set-based thinking offer one of the most immediately useful post-
tonal resources. Wolpe’s method of working with small pitch-class collections —
trichords, tetrachords, hexachords — each with its own intervallic character, provides a
systematic alternative to the chord-scale approach. Instead of thinking “this bar is Dm?7,
so I play the D Dorian scale,” you can think “this bar features the trichord [0,1,6] — a
note, a half-step up, a tritone up — and I will build my melodic line from transpositions
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of this cell.” The result is a melodic language that is intervallically consistent (every
phrase shares the same intervallic DNA) without being tonally predictable (the
transpositions of the cell generate pitches that do not align with any single scale).

Peter Silberman, who studied with Wolpe’s students and developed post-tonal
improvisation pedagogy at the Oberlin Conservatory, created a series of exercises that
apply these ideas directly to improvisational practice. Contour-based improvisation
removes pitch content entirely: the improviser follows a graphic contour (a drawn line
indicating direction and register) without reference to any scale or chord progression.
The result is music shaped by gesture and register rather than by harmonic function — a
direct application of Wolpe’s spatial thinking to real-time performance. Trichord-based
improvisation limits the available pitches to transpositions of a single three-note set
class, forcing the improviser to discover the melodic potential of a specific intervallic
configuration. These exercises work on any instrument because they address pitch
organization at a level more fundamental than the mechanics of a particular
instrument’s fingering patterns.

Intervallic improvisation — choosing a specific interval and building an entire solo
from it — is another application of Wolpe’s method. Improvise using only perfect
fourths. Then only minor seconds. Then only tritones. Each interval has a distinctive
character: fourths are open and spacious, minor seconds are tense and chromatic,
tritones are ambiguous and unstable. By restricting yourself to a single interval, you
discover how much expressive variety a single building block can generate — and you
develop a sensitivity to intervallic identity that enriches all your playing.

Practical application: choose a trichord — [0,1,6] is a productive starting point (for
example: C, Db, F#). Improvise over a familiar set of changes — a blues, “All the Things
You Are,” anything you know well — using only notes drawn from transpositions of this
trichord. You will need twelve transpositions to cover all twelve pitch classes, so you
have the full chromatic spectrum available; the constraint is not which notes you play
but how you organize them (always in groups that share the [0,1,6] intervallic profile).
You will discover melodic shapes that chord-scale theory does not generate — angular,
surprising, intervallically vivid lines that nonetheless relate to the underlying harmony
because you are choosing your transpositions to intersect with the chord tones.

The Figures Who Bridged Both Worlds

The connections between the concert tradition and jazz are not merely theoretical. They
have been embodied by specific musicians whose work draws explicitly from both
traditions — not as a self-conscious “fusion” but as a natural consequence of deep
musical understanding.
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George Russell studied composition with Stefan Wolpe in the late 1940s. The Lydian
Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization, which Russell published in 1953 and revised
throughout his life, is the first major theoretical contribution to originate from within the
jazz tradition. It is also, in its systematic approach to pitch organization and its
exploration of “tonal gravity,” clearly influenced by Russell’s training in twentieth-
century compositional thought. Russell’s compositions — “All About Rosie,” “Electronic
Sonata for Souls Loved by Nature,” the orchestral jazz works of the 1960s and 1970s —
use serial-influenced counterpoint, pantonal harmony, and structural processes derived
from concert music, all within frameworks that are unmistakably jazz in their rthythmic
vitality and improvisational openness.

Gil Evans absorbed Wolpe’s spatial thinking — the concept of music as masses of
sound distributed in registral space — and applied it to jazz orchestration with results
that transformed the field. Miles Ahead (1957), Porqy and Bess (1958), and Sketches of Spain
(1960) treat the jazz orchestra not as a melody-with-accompaniment machine but as a
spatial instrument: brass and woodwind masses overlap, separate, converge, and
diverge in registral space, creating textures of extraordinary depth and color. Evans’s
orchestration is closer to Wolpe’s concept of “organic texture” — where every
instrument is part of the linear-thematic fabric, not merely a background filler — than to
the conventional jazz big-band writing of his contemporaries.

Bill Evans’s classical training — Bach, Debussy, Ravel — was not a separate
compartment of his musicianship but its foundation. His harmonic language, his voice-
leading practice, his sensitivity to inner-voice motion, his formal sense — all are
informed by deep engagement with the composed tradition. When Evans plays a solo
piano rendition of “Peace Piece,” the sustained pedal tones, the slowly shifting inner
voices, the gradual accumulation of harmonic tension over a static bass — these are
techniques that connect directly to Debussy and to the chorale tradition. Evans did not
“apply” classical techniques to jazz. He was a musician whose ear had been shaped by
Bach and Debussy, and that ear naturally produced jazz of unprecedented harmonic
sophistication.

Wayne Shorter’s compositions demonstrate a structural complexity that operates
quite differently from the chord-progression-based thinking of most jazz standards. A
Shorter composition like “Infant Eyes” or “Fall” presents multiple harmonic
implications simultaneously: the melody suggests one tonal center, the bass another, the
inner voices a third. The phrase lengths are irregular. The motivic economy is extreme —
a few intervals generate the entire piece. This is compositional thinking of a kind much
closer to the concert tradition’s concept of structural unfolding than to the Tin Pan Alley
songwriting tradition that provides the foundation of most jazz repertoire. Shorter’s
work demonstrates that the “jazz composition” need not be limited to the thirty-two-bar
song form or the twelve-bar blues — it can be a through-composed structure of

considerable formal ambition.
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Bob Brookmeyer, who taught jazz composition at the New England Conservatory for
many years, built his pedagogy explicitly on twentieth-century concert techniques:
twelve-tone methods, polytonal counterpoint, chromatic voice-leading, formal processes
derived from Bartok and Stravinsky. His student Maria Schneider synthesized this
training with her own extraordinary ear for orchestral color, producing large-ensemble
jazz works — Evanescence, Concert in the Garden, The Thompson Fields — that are among
the most formally sophisticated and sonically beautiful music of the past thirty years.

These musicians are not exceptions or eccentrics. They represent the mainstream of
creative jazz composition and performance in the second half of the twentieth century
and into the twenty-first. The idea that “classical” and “jazz” are separate worlds,
requiring separate training and separate habits of mind, is a false dichotomy maintained
by institutional habit — by the structure of music school curricula, by the economics of
the concert industry, by the inertia of marketing categories — not by musical reality. The
reality is that the deepest musical thinking in both traditions converges on the same
principles: voice-leading, motivic development, structural hearing, formal coherence,
and the combinatorial exploration of limited materials.

EXERCISE

Take a single jazz standard that you know well — one you can play from memory.
Apply three different techniques from this course to that standard:

1. Voice-lead the chord changes in four-part chorale style. Write it out. Use jazz
chord qualities but Bach voice-leading rules. Pay attention to inner-voice
motion: can you create interesting melodic lines in the alto and tenor voices as
well as the soprano and bass?

2. Choose a three-note pitch cell from the melody (identify it by its set-class label if
you can; if not, simply describe the intervals). Improvise a solo over the changes
using only transpositions of this cell. Record yourself. Listen back. Where does
the cell-based approach generate melodic ideas you would not have found
through chord-scale thinking?

3. Structure a two-chorus solo as a miniature sonata form. First chorus: exposition
— state two contrasting melodic ideas, one in the first half, one in the second.
Second chorus: development — fragment the two ideas, combine them,
intensify them through wider range and denser rhythm, then bring back the first
idea (transformed) in the last eight bars as a recapitulation. Record yourself.
Listen back. Does the sonata structure give the solo a sense of directed motion
that a chorus-by-chorus approach lacks?

These are not academic exercises. They are practical applications of four
centuries of compositional thinking to the art you practice every day.
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Lesson 30: From Here on Farther

The title of this final lesson comes from Stefan Wolpe’s composition From Here on Farther
(1969), one of the last works of a composer who spent his entire life pushing toward the
next unknown. Wolpe wrote it while seriously ill, aware that his time was limited. It is a
piece of remarkable energy and invention — not a valedictory but a launching, an
opening outward. The title encapsulates a principle that has guided this entire course:
wherever you are in your understanding, the music always extends beyond. There is
always more to hear, more to discover, more to connect.

What You Have Gained

Over the course of these thirty lessons, you have developed something that is genuinely
rare among musicians: the ability to hear music as a composer hears it. Not as a passive
recipient of beautiful or exciting sounds, but as someone who understands how those
sounds are organized, why they move the way they do, and what distinguishes a

competent musical utterance from an extraordinary one.

You can hear multiple simultaneous voices. The weeks spent with Bach’s inventions
and fugues — tracking each voice, understanding how they interact, hearing the points
of imitation and the moments of independent motion — developed a capacity for
polyphonic hearing that most musicians never acquire. When you listen to any ensemble
music now — a string quartet, a big band, a trio with piano, bass, and drums — you hear
not a blended texture but individual lines in dialogue.

You can hear the voice-leading skeleton beneath harmonic surfaces. From Bach
chorales through Schenker’s reductive hearing through Evans’s voicings, you have
learned to perceive the linear motions that connect one chord to the next. You hear not
just what chord is sounding but how it arrived and where it is going. This transforms the
experience of listening to harmony from a sequence of discrete events into a continuous,

directed flow.

You can hear how tonal tension creates dramatic form. From Rosen’s analyses of
Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, you understand that tonal music is not merely “in a
key” — it dramatizes the key. It moves away from the tonic, creates tension through that
departure, and resolves by returning. The entire formal structure of a Classical
movement — exposition, development, recapitulation — is a dramatization of this tonal
motion. When you hear a sonata movement now, you hear its argument: where the

tension is generated, how it is intensified, when and how it is resolved.
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You can hear how pitch collections generate musical identity. From Wolpe’s pitch
constellations and set-based thinking, you have developed the ability to perceive
intervallic consistency — to hear that a passage is built from a specific set of intervals,
and that this intervallic identity gives the passage its characteristic sound. This is
hearing at a level below the surface of melody and harmony, at the level of the intervallic
atoms from which musical structures are built.

You can hear how a serial system generates surface variety from underlying rigor.
From Stravinsky’s rotational arrays and Babbitt’s all-partition arrays, you understand
that a pre-compositional structure is not a straitjacket but a generator — a system that
produces a controlled field of possibilities from which the composer selects with
aesthetic judgment. You can listen to a Babbitt piece and hear the partition changes that
articulate its form. You can listen to late Stravinsky and hear the hexachordal

consistencies that underlie his block-like juxtapositions.

You can hear how gesture, space, and density function as compositional elements.
From Wolpe’s spatial thinking, you understand that music occupies registral space, that
the distribution of sound in that space is a compositional parameter as important as
pitch and rhythm, and that changes in density and registral spread create formal
articulation as powerfully as changes in harmony.

And you can hear the threads that connect a Bach fugue to a Coltrane solo to a
Stravinsky serial work — not superficial resemblances but deep structural affinities in
how materials are organized, developed, and brought into coherent formal relation.

These are not skills that atrophy with disuse, provided you continue to listen with
the attention and intelligence that this course has asked of you. They are habits of

perception that, once developed, reshape your experience of all music permanently.

What Continues

This course has introduced you to four major bodies of work and thought. Each of them
deserves — and rewards — a lifetime of continued engagement.

The Classical Style by Charles Rosen. If you have not yet read the entire book, do
so. If you have, read it again in two years. Each rereading reveals new layers, not
because the text has changed but because your hearing has developed. Rosen’s analyses
of specific works — the Haydn quartets, the Mozart piano concertos, the Beethoven
sonatas — will sound different to you after you have studied Wolpe and Babbitt, because
you will hear the structural principles Rosen describes with new precision and new
comparative context. Rosen also published The Romantic Generation (1995) and Sonata
Forms (1980, revised 1988), both of which extend and refine the ideas in The Classical
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Style. When you are ready, The Romantic Generation traces what happens to the Classical
principles after Beethoven — how Chopin, Schumann, Liszt, and Brahms each respond
to the inherited forms in radically different ways.

Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier. The recommendation from Lesson 6 stands, and it is
worth reiterating at the end of the course: maintain a regular practice of studying the
preludes and fugues. This does not mean performing them at tempo (though if your
instrument is keyboard, by all means do). It means sitting at a piano, however slowly,
and playing through the voices, hearing how they interact. Work through a prelude and
fugue per week, or per month — the pace is less important than the regularity. Over the
course of a year, you will work through the forty-eight preludes and fugues of both
books. Over the course of five years, you will have cycled through them multiple times,
and each cycle will reveal new things because your ear will have grown. Bach’s
counterpoint is an inexhaustible resource for developing the voice-independence and
contrapuntal hearing that enriches all musical activity. This is not a task to complete but
a discipline to maintain.

Wolpe’s music and writings. The essay “Thinking Twice” (included in Contemporary
Composers on Contemporary Music, edited by Schwartz and Childs) is essential reading
and rereading. “On Proportions” is more technical but equally rewarding. The
compositions themselves — Form for Piano, Form 1V: Broken Sequences, Chamber Piece
No. 1, Piece in Two Parts for Solo Violin, the String Quartet — reward sustained
engagement. They are difficult music, not because they are willfully obscure but because
they pack an extraordinary density of musical information into every bar. Each listening
reveals new connections. The Stefan Wolpe Society (stefanwolpe.org) maintains a
comprehensive catalogue of works, publishes scholarly studies, and distributes
recordings. It is an indispensable resource.

Babbitt’s music. Begin with the works we have studied: Arie da Capo (1974) and
Semi-Simple Variations (1956). From there, explore Philomel (1964), the work for soprano
and synthesized tape that is perhaps Babbitt’s most immediately communicative piece
— the human voice set against electronic sounds in a drama of extraordinary emotional
power. All Set (1957), written for the Brandeis Jazz Festival, applies serial technique to a
jazz ensemble (alto saxophone, tenor saxophone, trumpet, trombone, piano, bass, drums,
vibraphone) and is a natural point of connection for jazz musicians. The six string
quartets trace the evolution of Babbitt’s serial thinking over four decades. The piano
works — Three Compositions for Piano (1947), Partitions (1957), Post-Partitions (1966),
Reflections (1974), Canonical Form (1983) — are a complete education in serial
composition.

Late Stravinsky. Movements for Piano and Orchestra (1959), Variations: Aldous Huxley in
Memoriam (1964), and Requiem Canticles (1966) are the starting points we have used
throughout the course. Beyond these, Agon (1957), the transitional ballet that moves from
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diatonic to serial writing within a single work, is fascinating for what it reveals about
Stravinsky’s compositional process. Threni (1958), the full-length serial cantata, shows
Stravinsky working through the implications of twelve-tone technique at length.
Abraham and Isaac (1963), a sacred ballad for baritone and chamber orchestra, is one of
the most concentrated and beautiful of the late works. The Flood (1962), a musical play
for television, is uneven but contains passages of striking invention. Robert Craft’s
recordings with the Columbia Symphony Orchestra (now available on Sony Classical)
remain the standard reference for performance style.

Further Reading and Listening

The following is a consolidated list of every text, score, recording, and scholarly source
referenced or recommended throughout this course, organized by category. It is not
exhaustive — no list could be — but it provides a foundation for continued study.

Core Texts

 Charles Rosen, The Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, expanded edition (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1997). The foundational text of the course. Essential.

e Charles Rosen, Sonata Forms, revised edition (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988). A more
detailed examination of sonata-form procedures.

 Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1995). The sequel to The Classical Style, tracing what happens next.

« Elliott Schwartz and Barney Childs, eds., Contemporary Composers on Contemporary

Music, 2nd edition (New York: Da Capo Press, 1998). Contains Wolpe’s “Thinking
Twice” and other essential first-person accounts.

 Joseph N. Straus, Stravinsky’s Late Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001). The definitive analytical study of the serial works.

 Austin Clarkson, ed., On the Music of Stefan Wolpe: Essays and Recollections (Hillsdale,
NY: Pendragon Press, 2003). The most comprehensive collection of Wolpe
scholarship.

« Milton Babbitt, Words About Music, ed. Stephen Dembski and Joseph N. Straus

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987). Babbitt's Wellesley lectures — lucid,
witty, essential.

o The Collected Essays of Milton Babbitt, ed. Stephen Peles (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2003). The complete critical writings.

» David Lewin, Generalized Musical Intervals and Transformations (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007; originally Yale University Press, 1987). The theoretical
framework discussed in Lesson 28.

234



Understanding Music from a Compositional Perspective

George Russell, The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization, 4th edition
(Brookline, MA: Concept Publishing, 2001). The foundational jazz theory text.

Leonard B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1956). How musical expectations generate emotional responses. Complements
Rosen’s structural approach.

Edward T. Cone, Musical Form and Musical Performance (New York: W. W. Norton,
1968). A short, brilliant book on how structural analysis informs performance.

Allen Forte, The Structure of Atonal Music (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973).
The systematic presentation of pitch-class set theory. Technical but foundational.
Heinrich Schenker, Free Composition, trans. Ernst Oster (New York: Longman, 1979).
The summation of Schenkerian theory. Difficult but transformative.

Wolpe Studies

Brigid Cohen, Stefan Wolpe and the Avant-Garde Diaspora (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012). The essential biography, situating Wolpe’s music in its
cultural and political context.

Austin Clarkson, “Stefan Wolpe’s Berlin Years,” in On the Music of Stefan Wolpe (2003).

Christopher Hasty, “Form and Idea in Stefan Wolpe’s Music,” in On the Music of
Stefan Wolpe (2003).

Stefan Wolpe, “On Proportions,” in Perspectives of New Music 25, nos. 1-2 (1987).

4

Stefan Wolpe, “Thinking Twice,”
(1998).

Babbitt Studies

in Contemporary Composers on Contemporary Music

Andrew Mead, An Introduction to the Music of Milton Babbitt (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994). The most systematic analytical introduction.

Joseph Dubiel, “Three Essays on Milton Babbitt,” in Perspectives of New Music 28, no.
2 (1990), and subsequent issues.

Milton Babbitt, “Twelve-Tone Invariants as Compositional Determinants,” Musical
Quarterly 46, no. 2 (1960).

Milton Babbitt, “Set Structure as a Compositional Determinant,” Journal of Music
Theory 5, no. 1 (1961).

Stravinsky Studies

Joseph N. Straus, “Stravinsky’s Serial Mistakes,” Journal of Musicology 17, no. 2 (1999).
A revealing study of how Stravinsky’s departures from strict serial procedure are
compositionally motivated.

Lynne Rogers, “Stravinsky’s Break with Contiguity,” in Stravinsky Retrospectives,
ed. Ethan Haimo and Paul Johnson (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987).
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« Pieter van den Toorn, The Music of Igor Stravinsky (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1983). A comprehensive analytical study.

Scores to Acquire

+ Johann Sebastian Bach, The Well-Tempered Clavier, Books 1 and II (Munich: Henle
Verlag, or Kassel: Barenreiter, Urtext editions). Accept no other editions for study
purposes — Urtext editions present Bach’s text without editorial additions.

 Stefan Wolpe, Form for Piano (New York: Peer Music Classical). Also available
through the Stefan Wolpe Society.

« Stefan Wolpe, Form IV: Broken Sequences (Peer Music Classical).

« Stefan Wolpe, Chamber Piece No. 1 (Peer Music Classical).

« Stefan Wolpe, Piece in Two Parts for Solo Violin (Peer Music Classical).

« Stefan Wolpe, String Quartet (Peer Music Classical).

« Milton Babbitt, Arie da Capo (New York: Edition Peters).

« Milton Babbitt, Semi-Simple Variations (New York: Theodore Presser).

e Milton Babbitt, All Set (New York: Associated Music Publishers).

o Igor Stravinsky, Movements for Piano and Orchestra (London: Boosey & Hawkes).

 Igor Stravinsky, Variations: Aldous Huxley in Memoriam (London: Boosey & Hawkes,
HPS 779).

« Igor Stravinsky, Requiem Canticles (London: Boosey & Hawkes).
« Igor Stravinsky, Agon (London: Boosey & Hawkes).

« Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonatas, complete (Munich: Henle Verlag, Urtext). Any
serious study of Classical form requires access to these scores.

+ Joseph Haydn, String Quartets, Op. 33, 50, 64, 76 (Munich: Henle Verlag, or Kassel:
Bérenreiter). The core of Haydn's quartet achievement.

Key Recordings

Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier: - Andrds Schiff (ECM, 2012). Luminous, architecturally
clear, superbly recorded. The best modern recording for study purposes. - Angela Hewitt
(Hyperion, 1998/1999). Slightly more personal in its phrasing, equally clear in its
voicing. - Glenn Gould (Sony Classical, various dates). Idiosyncratic, sometimes
perverse, but always intellectually stimulating. Gould makes you hear things you have
never heard.

Wolpe: - Music of Stefan Wolpe, Vol. 1-4 (Bridge Records). The definitive recorded
survey, with performers closely connected to Wolpe’s circle. - Ensemble Recherche,
Stefan Wolpe: Chamber Works (Mode Records). Superb European performances. - David
Holzman, piano works (Bridge Records). Authoritative interpretations by a Wolpe

specialist.
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Babbitt: - Babbitt: Arie da Capo | Correspondences | The Joy of More Sextets, Group for
Contemporary Music (New World Records). - Augustus Arnone, The Complete Piano
Works of Milton Babbitt (Bridge Records). The definitive piano recording. - Philomel,
Bethany Beardslee, soprano (New World Records). The original performer in the
definitive recording of Babbitt’'s most famous work. - All Set, Gunther Schuller,
conductor (Columbia/Sony Classical).

Stravinsky: - Robert Craft, conductor, Stravinsky: The Complete Columbia Album
Collection (Sony Classical, 38-CD set). Includes Stravinsky’s own recordings and Craft’s
supervised performances of the complete works. The primary recorded source. - Oliver
Knussen, London Sinfonietta, Stravinsky: Agon | Canticum Sacrum | Requiem Canticles
(Deutsche Grammophon). Brilliant performances with modern sound. - Charles Rosen,
Stravinsky: Movements for Piano and Orchestra (with Columbia Symphony Orchestra
under Stravinsky). A recording by the author of The Classical Style performing one of the
works we have studied — a unique document.

Jazz: - Sonny Rollins, Saxophone Colossus (Prestige, 1956). “St. Thomas” — motivic
development as the foundation of improvisation. - John Coltrane, My Favorite Things
(Atlantic, 1961). Extended modal improvisation as large-scale formal process. - John
Coltrane, A Love Supreme (Impulse!, 1965). Motivic unity as compositional and spiritual
discipline. - Bill Evans, Portrait in Jazz (Riverside, 1959). Voice-leading as the foundation
of jazz piano. - Bill Evans, Sunday at the Village Vanguard (Riverside, 1961). The trio as a
contrapuntal ensemble. - Miles Davis, Miles Ahead (Columbia, 1957). Gil Evans’s
orchestration as spatial composition. - Miles Davis, Sketches of Spain (Columbia, 1960).
The furthest extension of Evans’s orchestral thinking. - Wayne Shorter, Speak No Evil
(Blue Note, 1965). Compositional economy and motivic integration in jazz writing. -
Maria Schneider, Concert in the Garden (ArtistShare, 2004). The synthesis of classical
formal thinking with jazz orchestral practice. - George Russell, Jazz in the Space Age
(Decca, 1960). Lydian Chromatic Concept in practice. - Bob Brookmeyer, Spirit Music
(ArtistShare, 2006). Twentieth-century compositional technique in a jazz context.

Further Reading
e George Perle, Serial Composition and Atonality: An Introduction to the Music of
Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern, 6th edition (Berkeley: University of California Press,

1991). The standard introduction to twelve-tone technique.

 Ethan Haimo, Schoenberg’s Serial Odyssey: The Evolution of His Twelve-Tone Method,
1914-1928 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990).

« Robert Morgan, Twentieth-Century Music: A History of Musical Style in Modern Europe
and America (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991). A solid survey for context.

o Paul Griffiths, Modern Music and After, 3rd edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2010). Broader and more current than Morgan.
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 David Lewin, Musical Form and Transformation: Four Analytic Essays (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1993). Lewin’s transformational theory applied to specific works.

 Steve Larson, Analyzing Jazz: A Schenkerian Approach (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press,
2009). Demonstrates that Schenkerian analytical methods illuminate jazz structure.

e Vijay lIyer, “Embodied Mind, Situated Cognition, and Expressive Microtiming in
African-American Music,” Music Perception 19, no. 3 (2002). A bridge between
analytical thinking and the embodied experience of jazz performance.

» Henry Martin, Charlie Parker and Thematic Improvisation (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow
Press, 1996). Motivic analysis applied to Parker’s improvisations.

» Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg: Advance Music, 1998). A
practical reference for the chord-scale relationships discussed in the jazz sections.

» Gunther Schuller, The Swing Era: The Development of Jazz, 1930-1945 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1989). Schuller’s analytical approach to jazz history bridges
both traditions.

A Final Word on Compositional Hearing

This course asked you to do something difficult. It asked you to listen to music not
merely with your ears but with your intelligence — to hear not just the surface but the
structure, to understand not just what sounds are present but how they function. How
they create tension, resolution, surprise, coherence. How they relate to what came before
and what comes after. How a local event serves a global design.

The difficulty is real. Structural hearing does not come naturally; it is a cultivated
capacity, developed through sustained attention and informed by analytical
understanding. To hear a Beethoven development section not as a blur of activity but as
a systematic intensification of tonal tension — to hear how the harmonic rhythm
accelerates, how the motivic fragmentation increases, how the registral space expands as
the dominant preparation approaches — requires knowledge that the ear alone cannot
provide. To hear a Babbitt all-partition array not as a wash of apparently random notes
but as a rigorously organized pitch structure whose partition changes articulate formal
boundaries requires even more: a willingness to engage with music on its own terms, to
trust that the organization is there even when it is not immediately audible, and to
develop the listening skills that will make it audible over time.

But the reward is proportional to the difficulty. To hear music structurally is to hear it
fully — to experience not just its sensory surface but its intellectual and expressive
depth. A Haydn quartet heard with structural understanding is a different experience
from the same quartet heard passively: the wit is sharper, the surprises are more
surprising, the resolutions are more satisfying, because you understand what is being
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resolved. A Wolpe chamber piece heard with awareness of its pitch constellations and
spatial logic is not the forbidding, chaotic experience it presents to the uninitiated
listener — it is a vivid, dynamic, constantly inventive exploration of musical space.
Structural hearing does not diminish pleasure; it deepens it immeasurably.

The composers we have studied in this course — Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven,
Wolpe, Babbitt, Stravinsky — represent very different musical worlds. Bach’s fugal
counterpoint, Mozart’s operatic grace, Beethoven’s structural drama, Wolpe’s volcanic
spatial energy, Babbitt’s crystalline serial structures, Stravinsky’s hieratic blocks of
sound: these are distinct and in some ways incompatible musical visions. But they share
certain convictions. They share the conviction that every note matters — that a
composition is not a rough approximation or a general impression but a structure in
which each element has been considered and placed. They share the conviction that
music is a form of thought as rigorous and profound as any other human intellectual
activity — not a decorative art or a mere entertainment but a way of organizing
experience that reveals truths unavailable to verbal language. And they share the
conviction, implicit in the care and labor they devoted to their work, that truly
understanding a great piece of music is one of the most rewarding intellectual and
aesthetic experiences available to a human being.

As a jazz musician, you bring something to this understanding that many classically
trained musicians lack: the experience of creating music in real time. When you
improvise, you are composing. You are making the same kinds of decisions — about
pitch selection, voice-leading, rhythmic placement, motivic development, formal pacing,
textural density, registral distribution — that Bach, Beethoven, and Wolpe made. The
difference is that you make these decisions at the speed of performance, without the
luxury of revision. This is an extraordinary discipline. It demands a level of musical
preparation and structural awareness that is, in some ways, more demanding than
composed music, because the improviser must internalize compositional logic so
thoroughly that it operates without conscious deliberation.

Everything you have learned in this course about motivic development, voice-
leading, structural tension, pitch organization, formal process, and compositional
hearing can inform those split-second improvisational decisions. Not as rules to follow
but as resources to draw from — a deepened awareness of how sounds relate to other
sounds, how patterns generate expectations, how tension and resolution create form,
how a limited set of materials can generate inexhaustible variety. The course has not
given you a method. It has given you a way of hearing.

The goal was never to make you a “classical” musician. The distinction between
classical and jazz, while institutionally real, is musically artificial — a product of
marketing categories, academic departmental structures, and cultural habits that have
little to do with how music actually works. The goal was to expand your ears, your
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mind, and your compositional vocabulary. To give you access to four centuries of
musical thinking that is your inheritance as a musician, regardless of the tradition in
which you primarily work. Bach belongs to you as much as he belongs to any pianist or
string player. Beethoven’s developmental logic belongs to you as much as it belongs to
any symphonist. Wolpe’s spatial thinking, Babbitt's combinatorial rigor, Stravinsky’s
formal inventiveness — these are not the property of one tradition. They are
contributions to the art of organizing sound, and that art is yours.

We began this course by learning to hear intervals — two notes, and the space
between them. We end it having traversed the full arc of Western compositional thought,
from the simplest perceptual unit to the most complex structural systems ever devised.
The distance covered is vast. But the fundamental act has not changed: you are listening
to how sounds relate to other sounds, and you are understanding what you hear.

From here on farther.
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