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Basic Material

The initial ideas for a piece may come from a variety of sources and take a variety of forms.  While tinkering at the piano, we may discover an interesting chord, rhythm or melody.  While listening at a concert, we may hear a single event which catches our attention and sets our imagination going.  We may hear of or invent an instrumental technique which generates compositional possibilities.  Some instrumental combination or texture may leap out at us in the air or on score.  Or perhaps an idea for a formal structure occurs to us, or some device borrowed from ancient Korean court music.  A text or a story may trigger ideas for motives, concepts or forms.  Some friend or colleague may commission a piece from us for a particular ensemble or occasion and the resulting limitations may give us a brilliant idea.  In this chapter, we will explore in detail several hypothetical starting points and follow them where they lead us- from inspiration to perspiration, and back to inspiration again.

A Musical Motive
Let's begin with a very simple, purely musical idea:  two chords- a half step apart.  

Now why, you may ask, is this so interesting as basic material?  Because it is unusual.  Nowhere in the major or minor scales do we find two minor triads a half step apart.  This basic material thus forces us away from the familiar patterns of traditional tonal music and toward a fresh new set of patterns unique to this material.  The first task is to analyze this basic idea for some potential derivations.  I think of this as homework- learning as much about the material and its potential as possible before dashing off the first few inspired bars.  It is primarily a left-brain, rational process of pattern recognition and generation.

The first thing we might consider is the possibility of building the piece around the concept of a tension between these two chords.  Perhaps it might even become a battle for domination- which one will turn out to be the resolution?  Or, in a gentler mood, we might consider the piece to revolve around an endless oscillation between the two- a piece about circular form and non-endings.  

We might extract out of these two chords two basic intervals: the minor third which defines these as minor chords, and the minor second which is the interval between the two roots.  We could now try composing melodies which emphasize these two intervals:

The first phrase is entirely composed of these two intervals and in fact seems deliberately to introduce these as important characters.  Between the last note of phrase one and the first note of phrase two, there is the surprising interval of a major third.  Notice how fresh this sounds, how it wakes us up from the pattern into which the tune had fallen.  Then, having surprised us, the tune reassures us by falling back into the familiar pattern of minor thirds and minor seconds.  This unexpected departure from the norm has the same effect in this piece as a chromatic non-chord tone does in tonal music- it delights us with its color and raises expectations of more surprises to follow.  Exploring further, we might try playing this tune upside down, inverted interval for interval, to see if the result is as interesting as the original.  We might try drastically altering the rhythm, or harmonizing the tune with chords constructed from the two intervals.

We might also extend the implied pattern of the two chords as follows:

Now we have four chords to play with!  And the following possibility for an opening might occur to us:

Here, the four chords are presented- the first one alone, then the second added in, creating a wonderfully rich sonority, then the last two as an arpeggiated upward rising figure.  At the top, I re-spelled the G# as an Ab and brought in, at the bottom, the root and fifth of the minor triad just above the opening e minor- forming an f minor triad.  (Since the chord progression explores the downward extension of the pattern, I thought it might be clever to let the larger-scale phrase arrival points explore the upward extension...)  Such an idea for an opening, a pattern of patterns, may occur to us quickly- a flash from the right brain- and we write it down without judging it.  So far this is only an idea- a sketch- which we might or might not use, but it does seem to be capable of further development.

Perhaps we combine the four chords as follows to produce an odd kind of scalar pattern:

Obviously this is not a traditional scale.  If we think of the D# as a leading tone and the E as a tonic,  then when the E returns again in the ninth note, it no longer sounds like a tonic because the D preceeding it is a whole step below, not a half step!  A scale that does not come back home to the same note!  Interesting! And if we extended the pattern logically into the next bars, the E would not appear at all until the penultimate note, at which point it would sound a bit like a leading tone!  This "scale rotation" could be quite interesting as a way of keeping the tonal centers of our piece continually fresh and interesting.  

Furthermore, we might notice that in the first two bars of the first scale pattern, E is the only tone to reappear.  And C is the only tone not to appear at all.  If we composed music based on this first scale pattern,  we would hear the E more often than the other pitches which would probably make it stand out in our minds.  We might make use of this by deliberately emphasizing E through a pedal point or frequent repetition, and then suddenly substituting the unheard pitch- C- in its place.  This could, if handled well, provide a profound and momentous moment in our piece!  We can write it down as a possible idea for a climax.

We might further explore melodic ideas based on these scalar patterns.  If we rearrange the notes of the first half-scale, we can produce a number of motives including the following:

The first one seems rather e-minorish- full of 19th century appogiaturas.  This could be useful if our piece heads in a romantic direction.  The second seems to go out of its way to be rough and non-linear.  It avoids the familiar"tonal" patterns of the first one and hews out its own unpredictable path- perhaps confounding our attempt to pattern it at all.  This could be useful if we desire to confound our listeners in a moment of increasing tension and excitement.  Remember that chaos, used carefully, can be very exciting!  The third one magically derives for us the next minor chord in the original downward pattern- b minor!  Thus we have bootstrapped our way to yet another chord in the original pattern, and could presumably repeat this to derive more.  Aha!  A pattern for developing patterns!  

And so it goes.  Cold-blooded analysis of the original idea generates both logical extensions and developments and white-hot flashes of inspiration.  At some point, we would probably get excited enough about some idea that we would abandon this kind of homework and dive right in to the composition of the real piece.  At any point though, where inspiration flagged, we could go back to this process and these sheets of sketches and search for further ideas.  

A Tone Row

How to organize and unify compositions after the abandonment of traditional tonality was, in the early 20th century, the central problem.  It remains one of the central concerns today after nearly a century of experimentation.  Our previous exploration of a musical motive solves the problem by making sure that every motive, melody or event is closely related to the opening central idea.  Unity is provided both by this relationship and by the logical and overt nature of the developmental process.  One can also provide unity by dropping down to the level of the interval- by insuring a consistency of intervallic color.  This is one of the most important effects of serial techniques- of the use of a row.  In a piece composed according to strict serial procedures, the notes of the row are used sequentially over and over again thus insuring the predominance of the intervals found between the notes of the row.  It is therefore crucial to design the row so that it contains exactly the intervals we want in our piece.  In our first example, let's choose a row rather arbitrarily, perhaps for its melodic interest.

We know it works as a 12 note melody.  It may also contain three or four note motives which we could use in building up other melodic patterns:

Next we might inspect our row for similar intervals- what we call interval classes.  The following chart lays out some of the more obvious and frequent of these:

In this row, between adjacent pitches, there are four major thirds, three augmented fourths, three minor second/major sevenths, and two perfect fourth/fifths.  The more often a given interval class occurs, the more it will impress itself on our minds as we listen to a piece composed using a row so, obviously, the major thirds are going to predominate so far.  But it is possible to use the row in ways which allow other intervals to rise up as predominant.  Through orchestration we can cause the ear to connect two or more pitches together in a pattern even if they are not adjacent to each other in the row.  If the clarinet plays the upper line and the cello plays the lower, the following intervals will be heard:

Or we might orchestrate non-adjacent pitches to draw attention to the hidden decending line in the row.  Naturally, if we use the inversion of the row, this line will be heard to rise.  This could be useful in a section of the piece where we desire strong linear lines.

We might, through rhythmic patterns, create the following surprising event:

An E major triad can arise suddenly and mysteriously out of this row!  Perhaps like Alban Berg we have sentimental attachments to good old fashioned tonality and desire to let this beautiful, possibly nostalgic major triad arrive as a climactic moment in our piece.  It is also possible to use the row very loosely- using it to derive interesting interval classes as we have done here, and then concentrating our attention upon these intervals, rather than the row from which they came.  The following ideas might occur to us as melodic motives, drawn from our chart of interval classes:

Usually, a row is chosen not for its melodic interest, as we have done here, but rather for the variety and quality of its intervals, and its ability to generate further patterns or connections beyond itself.  

In this row, minor seconds and thirds predominate with two augmented fourths found at the mid and endpoints.  Here is the matrix displaying all 48 possible row forms (12 transpositions X 4 forms-original, retrograde, inversion, retrograde inversion).

Note that for every row form, there is an identical one elsewhere in the matrix.  This is because the second six notes of this row- backwards and transposed up an augmented fourth- are identical to the first six notes of the row!  Thus the row labelled P0 is identical to the one labelled R6.  Why is this interesting?  Because we can use the last notes of one row as also the first notes of the next row.  This is a bit like a pivot chord in traditional harmonic modulation where a chord is interpreted one way in the old key and another way in the new one.  It gives us a way of "modulating" from one row form to another.  This can be a "local" modulation- occuring in a bar or two, or even a large-scale structural movement- like the structural modulations in a classical sonata.  Furthermore, it allows us to superimpose these two paired row forms on top of each other as harmony or counterpoint and have intervallic consistency not only between the notes of each row, but also between the notes of the two rows!  This is like 3-dimensional chess- very difficult, but highly exhilarating!

These few examples only crack the door to the sophisticated serial techniques developed by 20th century composers following in the footsteps of Schoenberg, Webern and Berg.  The same techniques for example can be applied to non-pitch elements- rhythm, register, timbre, etc...  Rows can be metamorphosed- evolving over the course of a movement or a piece.  Different sections can be delineated through the change of emphasized intervals or derived motives.  

Note that music composed with a row is frequently "about" intervals, rows and their juxtapositions.  It is only occasionally "about" sweeping melodies and vertical harmonies.  The temptation is strong to focus intently upon the details and micro-manage every interval.  This is wonderful as long as we remember to look up frequently and take a good view of the larger landscape of the emerging composition.  Details aren't worth anything if they don't add up to "a piece" in the end!

A Process

Much of the world's music is derived from generative processes- patterns of transformation which cause the piece to change, grow and evolve.  In the western tradition, the canon is such a process.  The "canon" is the rule defining the relationship of the following voices to the leader.  Perhaps we design our piece such that the second voice comes in imitating the first voice but seven beats later, inverted, at twice the tempo, and transposed up a major third.  (The words in italics are the "canon".)  This is an unusually complex canon, usually they are much simpler. But composers from the late middle ages on delighted in quite complex canons, some designated as "puzzle canons" since the rule was not given; the game was for the performers to figure it out!

In more recent times, processes borrowed from other musical cultures have been adopted by western composers, most noticably the so-called "minimalist" composers.  In such a style, we might set up three voices, one of which repeats a pattern of 17 beats, the next of 9 beats and the third of 7 beats.  In this poly-pattern, the second and third patterns will arrive simultaneously on their first beats every 63 beats.  The first and third, every 119, and the first and second, every 153 beats.  All three will only arrive together every 1071 beats.  If the beat is a quarter note at 120 beats per minute, this would only occur after 8 minutes and 55.5 seconds.  This could be the exact ending of our piece.  Every 63rd, 119th and 153rd beats we could plan some event or change to mark a new section.  In between these points, we would listen to the resultant rhythms and harmonies as these patterns shifted in relation to each other.  

In a piece dealing mainly with harmony, we could start with a repeating C major triad arpeggiated in half notes.  Over this we could then superimpose a second voice arpeggiating the triad based on the next note of the C major triad- E major- but in quarter note triplets.  Next we could bring in the G major triad (based on the next note of the C major triad), played in eighth notes.  By this time we would have quite a cacaphony of polytonal pitches and their resulting overtones.  Further chords added or old ones subtracted would change the harmonic color and could delineate sections or progressions.  From these polytonal chords, different notes could be subtracted or added according to some "process", thereby effecting change in the piece.  Perhaps the composition would come to a close when only the original C major pitches remained.  "Process" music does have the potential of becoming mindlessly mechanical, but when handled well, wonderfully rich, unexpected things can result which we would never have dreamed of on our own.  

A Form
Forms are usually not thought of by composers as pre-existing shapes into which one pours one's tunes.  But it is sometimes the case that freely choosing such a pre-compositional limitation can stimulate new ideas.  If we decided to write a Minuet, we would approach it knowing that certain points in the form are particularly interesting.  For example, the end of the first phrase is followed by the beginning of the phrase since the phrase is repeated.  We could compose our material so that this relationship was clever, fascinating or even profound.  Similar points of interest arise out of sonata allegro form, rondo form, French overture form etc.  We could apply the formal models to aspects of music not usually associated with them.  Could we, for example, write a "sonata allegro" moverment in pure rhythm for two drums?  What would this entail?  Could one write a "timbre rondo"   We could also invent our own form- perhaps a circular progression which leads farther and farther away from the opening material until, magically and unexpectedly, the opening reappears naturally out of the seemingly distant material.  

A Text or Story
A text can give us a variety of ideas.  Let's consider a musical setting of William Blake's famous poem "London."


London


I wander thro' each charter'd street,


Near where the charter'd Thames does flow,


And mark in every face I meet


Marks of weakness, marks of woe.


In every cry of every Man,


In every infant's cry of fear,


In every voice, in every ban,


The mind-forg'd manacles I hear.


How the chimney-sweeper's cry


Every blackning Church appalls;


And the hapless soldier's sigh


Runs in blood down Palace walls.


But most thro' midnight streets I hear


How the youthful harlot's curse


Blasts the new-born infant's tear,


And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.

We might first think about the form of the poem to see if gives us ideas for the form of our musical setting.  The text has four verses, each of which contains four lines of iambic tetrameter (four poetic "feet" each containing a short-long rhythmic pattern.)  Lines one and three rhyme, as do lines two and four.  In short, this is a very regular, well known and simple form.  We might be tempted to mirror this simplicity in our music by utilizing a short-long pattern such as 6/8 time and simple musical phrases which match the rhymed phrases of the poem.  If we do it well, our song could achieve a folk-like quality, profound in its simplicity.  If we do it poorly, it could sound trite.  So we might experiment with contrasting the poetic rhythm with a very different musical rhythm to see if this produces interesting cross rhythms.  

Next, we might search the poem for images which suggest musical ideas:  wandering, the Thames, weakness, woe, cries, manacles, black churches, running blood, curses, infants, hearses...  All of these could be described or alluded to musically, but if we allude to all of them, we just end up with a long chain of leitmotives- a "soundtrack to the text" rather than a unified song- .  We might choose one or two important or recurring ideas in the text and compose some descriptive motives which can become the primary ideas for the piece.  Perhaps "wandering" or "cries" are appropriate since these continue or recur throughout the poem.  Or perhaps we compose an idea which sets a mood for the whole poem, and ignore individual images.  

We might also analyze the poem for its flow- its sense of progression or development.  Does it seem to increase or decrease in intensity?  Does it build to some climactic moment?  How does it open?  How does it close?  We can analyze it for its sounds- soft or hard, lengthy or clipped, rounded or sharp  All of these poetic ideas can provide suggestions for the musical setting from melody and harmony to orchestration and texture.

A story can provide structure, direction, mood, characterization, etc... As with a text, one must be careful to insure that the borrowed form functions as an added strength to the piece, not a weakness.  Poetic, narrative or dramatic form are not always directly translatable to music.  We will address this more thoroughly in the chapter on Music and Other Art Forms.

A Performance Technique
If we listen to a traditional Chinese orchestra and then a traditional western one, we might suddenly realize the unfortunate absence in the latter of the brilliant timbre of plucked strings.  We might go home and cogitate upon the possible ways of creating this timbre in an orchestral texture.  We might experiment with using hammered dulcimer sticks on the strings inside a piano.  We might ask a violinist to try bouncing a glass rod on her strings or using a guitar pick.  This idea could lead to a very unusual and novel set of compositional possibilities.  

We might start a piece by experimenting with the placement of musicians around a room, or with a non-traditional arrangement of performers and audience.  We might begin with some "extended techniques" such as multi-phonics, non-traditional sounds or electronic modification.  We might choose an unusual performance venue such as a sidewalk, an elevator or a tall tree.  Or we might consider the mixture of electronic or recorded sounds with live, acoustic ones and develop a concept suggested by the technology.

A Commission
A colleague may commission or otherwise suggest a piece for a particular occasion, venue or ensemble.  This can be a very interesting way to begin, since there are usually some particular specifications.  These act as catalysts for the imagination.  They immediately limit the possibilities, forcing us to deal creatively within the limitations.  

Let's suppose we were commissioned to write a piece for oboe, viola and tuba.  We might begin by listening to music emphasizing the capabilities, strengths and limitations of each instrument.  What does each sound like in its different ranges?  What kinds of attacks or dynamics, or technical feats are possible?  We might also think about the tradition of each instrument:  oboe as baroque soloist and featured player in 19th century symphonies,  viola as inside player in string quartets and symphonies, rarely a soloist, the tuba as fundamental bass player to the orchestra and brass band, also rarely a soloist.  We might decide to continue these traditions or compose against them, depending on the attitudes and talents of our intended players.  We would want to interview and listen to our players to determine these parameters before we went any further.

If they are open minded and highly talented, we might next consider combinations of instrumental timbres.  Can these three instruments be made to blend at all, or are they hopelessly unique and colorful at all times?  If so, how? In what registers, dynamics and textures?  If not, can a piece be composed around the concept of non-blending instruments?  Can unusual sonorities be created?  For example, what does it sound like if the tuba plays higher than the viola or oboe?  Or if they all play a line in unison?  How can one create effective counterpoint using such vastly different instruments?; the oboe is so sharp and immediate, the viola so soft and velvety, and the tuba so dark, rich and slow to respond to quick tonguing?

The obvious solution would be to pair the oboe and viola and let the tuba provide a bass line- a bit like a baroque trio sonata.  But there are other, less usual combination we would want to explore: viola and tuba in their lowest registers with the oboe in its highest range, all three hovering around the oboe's lowest range, combinations involving the viola's ability to pluck as well as bow, multi-phonics or other extended techniques from all three, various duets, etc...  In short, we would do our homework on the possibilities inherent in the ensemble.  We would have to find a concept, style or approach which was perfectly suited to the medium- which made this ensemble sound wonderful.  

Let's take another example, this one dealing more with occasion, audience and venue.  Perhaps we are commissioned to write a piece for a Christmas concert scored for mixed choir and brass quintet.  The piece will be on the second half of the concert, following a first half of Christmas carols and sacred motets.  The concert will be in a large Lutheran church in a small city for an audience of music lovers who are not interested in the frontiers of the avant-gard.  The commission is paid for by a wealthy donor who lets us know she adores the music of J.S. Bach.  How shall we proceed within these limitations?  

We might begin by reminding ourselves that Bach was not only Lutheran, but devoted to the notion of well thought out, excellent and appropriate music for the church.  Perhaps we could borrow a form from Bach- a cantata in 18th century German style.  Perhaps the last movement could even allow audience participation the way Bach's cantatas did.  We might explore using "Vom Himmel hoch"- the lutheran christmas chorale as both tune and text.  Or we might think further and more creatively and consider Martin Luther as theologian.  He translated the Mass into the vernacular so that the lay audience could understand their service.  Perhaps we could use a text in Latin and have it sung simultaneously in Latin and English by antiphonal choirs.  Of course, the master of antiphonal choirs was Giovanni Gabrieli who also was the master of liturgical brass writing.  Aha!  A piece based on a Latin liturgical christmas play in two languages for brass quintet and antiphonal choirs, using the music of "Vom Himmel hoch" and brass writing reminiscent of Gabrieli all governed by the overiding forms and traditions of a Bach cantata.  

Some of these starting points might be considered "bottom up" approaches- beginning with details and building up larger forms- while others are more "top down"- beginning with larger concepts or limitations and then working toward the details.  Each piece usually begins somewhat differently depending on the circumstances.  But regardless of where it begins, each piece, upon completion, must sound to the audience as an whole and seamless experience- from the concepts and forms, to the smallest details.
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Games

A) Analysis Games:

1)
Listen to Beethoven's "Symphony No. 5" with score in hand and try to follow the progression and use of the opening theme throughout the symphony.

2)
Analyze the first movement of Bartok's "String Quartet No. 4" and try to determine what the basic material is.  Follow how it is used and how it contributes to the building of the form and structure of the piece.

3)
Listen to the "Lyric Suite" by Alban Berg. and look up the analyses of process which Berg provided in a letter to Schoenberg.  This is an example of an evolving row, which also generates rhythms and the opening motive of "Tristan und Isolde!"  Try the same process for Berg's "Violin Concerto."

4)
Listen to the last movement of Ruth Crawford Seeger's "String Quartet" and listen for the very rational and highly fascinating process of transformation.

5)
Listen to Terry Riley's "In C" (a canon?!), Steve Reich's "Clapping Music" and "Piano Phase," 

and Philip Glass' "Music in 12 Parts"- all good examples of process.

6)
Analyze Schoenberg's "Pierrot Lunaire" for its adoption of the poetic "rondeau" form.  Also analyze his "Suite for Piano Op. 25" for its use of baroque dance suite forms.

B) Composing Games

1)
Compose a piece for piano in which the right hand plays only on white keys and the left hand plays only on the black.  

2)
Choose two intervals and compose a piece in which every aspect is closely derived from these two intervals.

3)
Design a tone row of 10 pitches leaving two out as "wild card" pitches.  What ideas can you develop using this starting point?

4)
Compose a process piece in the form of a rondo.

5)
Compose a song on a text drawing as many ideas as you can from the text.

6)
Compose a piece for clarinet with no reed.

7)
Compose a piece for place-bound audiences: school children, prisoners, nursing home patients...

