Introduction

As a composer, I am fascinated with the creation of structures in sound.  I am fascinated by the structures themselves, and I am fascinated by the effects these structures have upon us as listeners.  I do not think of composing as romantic in the 19th century manner-  the divine, inexplicable activity of tortured geniuses, nor do I agree with Bartok's statement that composition cannot be taught.  I do think it is quite mysterious, wonderfully so- the product of both rational and non-rational processes, but I feel quite strongly that much of what composers do can be taught.  The question is- how to teach it.  

This book presents a model for thinking about music and the process of composition in the western tradition.  The model is based upon the proposition that music is both a composition and an experience, and that good composition, good interpretation and good listening require a knowledge of and a respect for each other.  The model places the composer and the listener at either end of a continuum with the performer and/or conductor in the middle as creative interpreters.  While a serious discussion of the performance aspect of music is beyond the scope of this book, these essays do continually emphasize the necessity for the composer to consider, during the process of composing it, the listener's experience of the music.  The model is also a practical one, designed to stimulate compositional ideas, and, to that end, it uses elements of theory, history and the psychology of music perception to provide a way of entering in to the creative world of the composer.  

Composition pedagogy usually concentrates quite strictly upon the notes written by the student.  In private weekly lessons the teacher goes through the details of the current composition, makes suggestions, and recommends to the student pieces by other composers as models for study.  As needed, the teacher will also bring up larger concepts such as formal structures, dynamic flow, closure or style and discuss them as they relate to the piece at hand.  This book provides a discussion of those larger issues which can be used to supplement composition lessons.  It may be appropriate for a composition seminar, a non-major composition class, or for the further understanding of compositional process by conducting or performance students.  It may also interest general classical music lovers who are curious about the way composers think about and write music. 

I have found that the systematic discussion of these larger concepts is exciting to composition students because it provides a connection between what they are doing in their pieces, and what composers throughout our tradition have done.  These discussions also provide new ideas for compositions as students think about novel possibilities of form and technique.  It gives them general conceptual tools for hearing and comprehending the music of others which they then find easier to apply in their own compositions.  Furthermore, these concepts and issues are a wonderful connecting link between composers, conductors, performers and the general audience.  While the latter three may not understand or be interested in the details of compositional systems or procedures,  they do respond easily to these larger issues since they come up continually in the re-creation of music in performance. 

Part I contains three essays which address the variety of ways humans have defined music and the ways audiences and composers comprehend music of the western tradition.  Part II contains five essays which deal with the heart of the composition process- approaches, techniques, concepts...  Finally, the three essays in Part III expand upon some of the concepts of Part II and explore questions of style, tradition and the new frontiers of the art form.  Each essay is followed by some "games."  These are suggestions for listening, analysis or composition which allow the reader to play with the concepts introduced in the essay.  I call them games to emphasize that they are not drills or exercises, but rather loose scenarios or concepts within which the reader can imagine, explore and experiment.  It is assumed that the reader will have access to recordings of the pieces used here as examples.  I have chosen works which are well-known and readily available on C.D.  

The views of music and composition expressed in this book are, in general, fairly mainstream.  Nevertheless, they can and should be challenged and disputed.  In spite of my attempt to be as inclusive as possible, my own biases have undoubtably crept in.  Every idea in the book, from details to the very conception of the model, can and probably should be the subject of discussion.  It is my intention that they provoke lively discussion.  If they spawn compositions which challenge or disprove some of my conceptions, I will be delighted.  It is my hope that the model provides a way of thinking about music which is accessible and common to composers, conductors, performers and audience alike.

For, fundamentally, this book is about creative process and the making of meaningful things.  It is specifically about the making of musical things, but I think that what composers do is really only one specific application of what is a universal human capacity- the capacity to order and organize our reality in ways which are understandable and meaningful to us.  By teaching composition, we are really teaching human creativity- both universal and individual.  The problems and solutions encountered in composing are metaphors for the problems and solutions of human experience.  That is why music is so meaningful to us- it speaks to us using our own archetypal designs, images and patterns.  To search out and discover one's compositional voice is to search out and discover one's self.  I hope that these essays invite all music lovers, not just self-confessed composers, to think about the nature of music, the nature of one's own unique creative process, and the possibility of making beautiful things in sound.

