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ABSTRACT 

This monograph explores the integration of improvisation and orchestral music. It 

consists of two closely related large-scale compositions, Amphion and Zethos, and an 

accompanying essay. Amphion, for orchestra, is in three movements and includes 

frequent references to styles and genres of the Baroque era, specifically the French dance 

suite. Zethos, for five improvisers and chamber orchestra, includes the three movements 

of Amphion, in toto, plus five additional concertato sections with improvisation. These 

sections have multiple player configurations and were composed for specific players with 

distinct improvisational skills. These sections also fulfill specific functions in relation to 

the three fully notated movements of Amphion: as introductions, codas, transitions, and 

development.  

The accompanying essay considers issues relevant to Amphion’s and Zethos’s 

rehearsal and performance, and examines their form and melodic/harmonic language. It 

also discusses the historical precedent and aesthetic rationale for improvisation in 

orchestral music, and the notation of improvisation in Zethos. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Amphion and Zethos were children of Zeus. They were mortal and fraternal 

twins. Amphion was an accomplished lyre player and Zethos was a skilled warrior and 

hunter. It is said that Amphion built the walls of Thebes by coaxing the great stones into 

place with the music from his lyre as Zethos watched in disbelief that such an act could 

take place without the use of force (Grant & Hazel, 2002, p. 26). Amphion also is 

credited with inventing the seven-string lyre.  

Amphion and Zethos are two closely related large-scale works. Like fraternal 

twins, they are distinct in temperament, style, and appearance. Amphion makes frequent 

references to styles and genres of the Baroque era, specifically the French dance suite. 

The first movement resembles an ouverture, the second movement a gigue, and the third 

movement includes a passacaille. Also, the practice of using mythological subjects was 

often used by French Baroque composers such Rameau, Couperin, and Lully. 

Amphion was composed before Zethos. It was initially written for solo piano in 

order to separate the composition and orchestration processes (see Appendix A). It was 

then scored for a small orchestra consisting of a string section of 12-10-8-8-4, single 

winds, and two percussion players (a pianist and a mallet player doubling on vibraphone, 

marimba, glockenspiel, and xylophone). Its duration is approximately twenty minutes, 

and it is in three movements. 

After Amphion was completed, it was disassembled, expanded, and reassembled 

to become Zethos: a concerto grosso that includes the three movements of Amphion, in 
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toto, plus five additional concertato sections with improvisation (hereinafter called 

“sessions”). Zethos addresses an issue that has been a major interest and concern during 

my compositional career: how to design large-scale works that integrate composition and 

improvisation. Zethos also marks my first orchestral work that integrates improvisation.  

Five improvisational sessions, which are ordered 1 through 5, are embedded 

within and interpolated between Amphion’s three movements. These sessions have 

multiple player configurations: solo violin; a trio of cello, bass, and drum set; solo cello 

accompanied by a rhythm section; a trio of trumpet, violin, and cello; and a duo of bass 

and drum set. They were composed for specific players with distinct improvisational 

skills. They also fulfill specific functions in relation to the three fully notated movements 

of Amphion: as introductions, codas, transitions, and development. The duration of 

Zethos is approximately forty-five minutes. See Table 1 for a comparison of the forms of 

Amphion and Zethos 

 
Table 1 
 
Comparison of the Forms of Amphion and Zethos. 

Amphion Zethos 

Movement I 

mm. 1-121 mm. 1-61 

 
Session 1 
violin solo 
mm. 62-74 

 mm. 75-114 

 
Session 2 
cello, bass, and drum set trio 
mm. 115-127 

 mm. 128-147 
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Table 1 
 
(continued) 

Amphion Zethos 

Movement II 

mm. 122-306 
Session 3 
cello solo 
mm. 148-159 

 mm. 160-348 

 
Session 4 
trumpet, violin, and cello trio 
mm. 349-361 

 mm. 361-365 

Movement III 

mm. 307-433 
Session 5 
bass and drum set duet  
mm. 366-392 

 mm. 393-519 
 

Zethos is scored for a small chamber orchestra with a minimal string section (4-2-

3-2-1), single winds, two percussionists, piano, and five improvisers who are also part of 

the nonimprovising ensemble. Like Amphion’s mythological brother, Zethos has warlike 

characteristics. The snare drum, with its association to soldiers marching into battle, is 

part of the ensemble. Zethos includes dueling duets, trios, and quartets. Soloists battle 

other soloists and struggle to achieve their goals.  

The intended milieu for Amphion is the concert hall and its economy and 

behavioral norms. The intended milieu for Zethos is the jazz/new music venue. 

Audiences’ behavior and reaction may be different for Zethos, as concertgoers at these 

venues follow a different set of conventions from those at the concert hall — they may 
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applaud for solos, drink beverages, or leave their seats during the performance to go to 

the bar. 

Chapter 2 discusses Amphion as a distinct entity, analyzing Amphion’s form and 

melodic/harmonic language, and discussing issues relevant to its performance. Chapter 3 

discusses issues related to Zethos: the historical precedent and aesthetic rationale for 

improvisation in orchestral music, the notation of improvisation, and performance 

considerations. 
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CHAPTER 2 

AMPHION 

Melodic and Harmonic Language of Movement I 

Movement I is constructed of set classes that are expanded, contracted, 

transposed, repeated, segmented, and connected to other set classes through voice 

leading. Three trichords — (012), (013), and (014) — are treated as motivic sets in pitch 

class space. Set classes of different cardinality are created through voice leading. For 

example, at mm. 1-2, (014) expands to (01256) at mm. 3-4 through voice leading (see 

Figure 1). The voices between the two set classes are connected either through common 

tones or by semitones. 

 
Figure 1. (014) expands to (01256) at mm. 3-4. 

At mm. 4-7, pentachord (01256) expands in range but is reduced to a four note set, the 

symmetrical double tritone tetrachord (0167). 

Figure 2. (01256) is reduced to a four-note set through voice leading. 
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At mm. 16-17, which is the end of Section A, pentachord (01234) expands and connects 

to hexachord (012457) at mm. 18-19 (see Figure 3), segmented, respectively, in the treble 

and bass clef of piano and marimba as (036) and (025) (see Figure 4).  

Figure 3. (01234) expands and connects to (012457) at mm. 18-19. 

 

Figure 4. Segmentation of hexachord (012457) in marimba at mm. 18-19. 

 Throughout Movement I, sets are of varying size, but most include subsets of 

(012), (013), or (014). Also, these three trichords exist unembellished at significant 

moments in Movement I: (014) appears as the initial motive at mm. 1-2; (012) appears at 

the last measure of the movement; and (013) appears in the thirty-second note motive at 

the close of section D (mm. 40-41). 

In addition, these three trichords function to extend entire sections. For example, 

at the macabre waltz at mm. 78-83, trichord (014) is emphasized and expanded through 

repetition and changes in tessitura (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5. Macabre waltz at mm. 78-83. 

Another example of expansion is at mm. 93-102, where set (013) provides the 

scaffolding for successive iterations of set (025), which ascends chromatically at T6, T7, 

and T9 over a C pedal in the bass (see Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6. Expansion of (013) at mm. 93-102. 
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Like many works from the twentieth and twenty-first century, Movement I 

includes post-tonal and tonal harmony.1 The C in the pianist’s left hand of Figure 6 

functions as a dominant pedal that resolves later to F, at m. 112. After twelve emphatic 

iterations of the C pedal, to which is added a C# to form an (01) dyad (a subset of (013)), 

we reach our goal: an altered form of F7 (see Figure 7).  

From mm. 112-120, the bass alternates between E∫ and F, creating an implied 

∫VII7 to I7 progression. From the perspective of jazz theory, this section is a variation of 

a blues form in which the ∫VII chord functions as a substitute to the ubiquitous IV chord 

of the blues. However, set classes — especially (014) and (025) — coexist in this blues 

setting (see m. 112 of the treble clef vibraphone part in Figure 7). This section features 

two alternating set classes: pentachord (01469) and hexachord (014579). From a 

jazz/blues theoretical viewpoint, both chords include the ∫7th, ∫3rd, and \3rd scale 

degrees of an F blues scale. 

This final section also references the compound rhythms of American rhythm and 

blues pieces such as Aretha Franklin’s I Never Loved a Man the Way I Loved You. In 

addition, early and modern jazz are referenced by the ∫VII7 to I7 chord, in such works as 

Cecil Scott and His Bright Boys’ Springfield Stomp (1929) and Benny Golson’s Killer 

Joe (1960).  

                                                

1 Examples include Bartók’s String Quartet #3 and Berg’s Wozzeck. 
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Figure 7. Set classes (01), (014), and (025) as subsets of (01469) and (014579). 

In Movement I, the use of upper and lower neighbors and passing tones in pitch 

class space is used to generate new melodic material from small sets. It also provides a 

historical link between tonal and post-tonal techniques of voice leading and 

embellishment. For example, the initial motivic set of B (m. 20) is (014), presented in 

unison by violin I and clarinet. In the proceeding measures, violin II and oboe answer 

with a form of the same set, but embellished with double passing tones and an incomplete 

upper neighbor (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Circled note heads indicate members of (014). 

Form of Movement I 

The plastic arts were the inspiration for the compositional technique and form of 

Movement I, which is a sectionalized collage composed using Johannes Itten’s ideas 

about paired contrasts (1963). 

Collage, a term derived from the French verb coller, means to glue or stick. 

According to Kachur (n.d.), a collage is an 

[a]rt form and technique, incorporating the use of pre-existing materials or objects 
attached as part of a two-dimensional surface. Despite occasional usage by earlier 
artists and wide informal use in popular art, collage is closely associated with 
20th-century art, in which it has often served as a correlation with the pace and 
discontinuity of the modern world. (para. 1) 

In Movement I, independent sections are assembled into a temporal collage. 

The use of the collage metaphor as a tool for describing twentieth and twenty-first 

century music is not new. Robert Johnson called Messiaen’s Couleurs de la Cité a 

“refined collage structure…where not only melody and harmony but also rhythm and 

timbre interact to form the total collage” (as cited in Kramer, 1978, p. 190).  

Unlike a collage, Movement I is not composed of pre-existing materials. Instead, 

it is constructed of twelve discrete objects, or sections, that are self-contained, show little 

development, and often end abruptly. Movement I also possesses a discontinuous quality, 
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providing a correlation to our atomized modern lifestyle. Neither mood nor idea exists for 

more than a few moments; the longest section is twenty-eight measures and most sections 

are less than ten measures.  

However, in a temporal art form like music, the collage metaphor has its limits. 

The metaphor served primarily as a scaffold for the construction of Movement I. In order 

for the movement to cohere, ideas from some sections were incorporated into other 

sections. Mm. 18-19 of section A returns in B at mm. 24-25 but at a slower tempo and 

with a different orchestration. The figure in violin II at m. 26 returns with different 

pitches but with the same contour and rhythm at G (m. 62). The hocketed sixteenth note 

figure at C momentarily returns at H. 

Each section, though, retains its own unique tempo, function, and rhythmic and 

melodic character. Toward the end of the compositional process, the sections were 

connected — or glued — to their neighbors through short transitional passages of one to 

two measures. Table 2 shows the characteristics and function of each section and how it 

transitions to adjacent sections. 
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Table 2. 
 
Characteristics of Sections and Transitions in Movement I. 

Section 
Letter 
 

Measure 
Numbers 
 

Function 
 

How Does the 
Section End? 

 

Distinguishing 
Characteristics of Section 

 
A-B 1-28 Introduction Decrescendo on 

held note 
Introduction of initial 
motive, triplets at mm. 
17-19, and change of 
texture at mm. 24-25 

C 29-33 Self-contained Subito piano on 
held note 

A descending, hocketed 
sixteenth note texture 

D 34-41 Self-contained Abruptly Cantibile motive is 
passed about 

E 42-46 Transitional—
prepares faster 
tempo at F 

Crescendo during 
accented eighth 
notes 

6/8 time signature and 
feel 

F 47-61 Self-contained Abruptly Static, herky-jerky, start 
then stop  

G 62-66 Transitional—to 
prepare H 

Crescendo of 
hocketed 16th note 
figure 

Agitated, ascending and 
descending 16th note 
triplet figures coalesce 
into repeated 16th note 
figures 

H 67-77 To prepare 
macabre waltz  
at I 

Cross fade to I Return of 16th note 
figure from C, followed 
by sul tasto moment and 
descending sixteenth note 
figure at m. 76 

I 78-86 Introductory and 
transitional 

Crescendo on held 
note 

Macabre, pizzicato waltz 

J 87-92 Development of I Fermata on held 
note 

Legato waltz in canon 

K 93-103 Anacrusis to L Crescendo through 
hocketed 16th note 
figure 

Melody over pedal point 

L 104-121 Climax of 
movement 

Fermata, very 
softly 

6/8 rhythmic feel 
reminiscent of American 
rhythm and blues 
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One way a visual artist achieves coherence in a collage is through balancing the 

relationships among objects. Similarly, sections of Movement I relate to each other in 

multiple ways to create balance and, since music is temporal, a sense of narrative closure. 

For example: Section G emphatically and abruptly ends the harmonic stasis of F; the 

rhythmic and melodic material of I and J are nearly identical, except J has a slower tempo 

and legato character, giving it the quality of a variation of I; K, with its eight measure C 

pedal, functions as a long anacrusis to the harmonic and rhythmic regularity of L; and L 

resolves all previous rhythmic and melodic instability around a tonal center of F 

major/minor and a repetitive compound meter ostinato.  

The discrete sections of the collage that is Movement I were composed using 

Johannes Itten’s theory of contrast. Itten, who joined the Bauhaus faculty in 1919 at the 

behest of Alma Mahler’s paramour Paul Gropius, taught the introductory and popular 

course, Design and Form. According to Itten (1963),  

[T]he basis of my theory of composition was the general theory of contrast. The 
chiaroscuro (brightness-darkness) contrast, the material and texture studies, the 
theory of forms and colors, the rhythm and the expressive forms were discussed 
and demonstrated in terms of their contrast effect. Finding and listing the various 
possibilities of contrast was always one of the most exciting subjects, because the 
students realized that a completely new world was opening up to them (p. 12).  

This course, according to Anna Rowland (n.d.), included “materials exercises sought to 

heighten students’ sensitivity to their different qualities through paired contrasts such as 

rough-smooth, coarse-fine” (para. 1). 

Paired contrasts occur repeatedly in Movement I, in which nondevelopmental 

sections of 10 to 20 measures in length are connected to highly contrasting adjacent 

sections. Table 3 describes these paired contrasts using the vocabulary from Itten’s 

Bauhaus course (1963). 
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Table 3. 
 
Paired Contrasts between Sections of Movement I. 

Paired Sections Type of Contrast 

A and B Rough — Smooth 

C and D Pointed — Blunt 

E (Unpaired section) 

F and G Intermittent — Continuous 

H (mm. 67-70) and H (mm. 71-77) Cold — Warm 

I and J Transparent — Opaque 

K and L Liquid — Solid 
 

Melodic and Harmonic Language of Movement II 

Like a French ouverture, Movement II begins with a slow introduction. Its 

majestic opening melody includes “pompous dotted rhythms that … [became] almost 

synonymous with the majesty of absolute monarchy” (Temperley, n.d., Dramatic 

Overture section, para. 2). Lully’s overtures, with their dotted rhythms, accompanied 

Louis XIV’s entrances at ballets de cour during Lully’s time as surintendant de la 

musique de la chambre du roi. 

A bass line that descends step-wise and arrives at an altered G dominant chord 

subverts the pomposity of the marchlike melody of the opening. It is as if the 

introduction’s agent (perhaps Louis XIV) descended from the heavens, tried to return at 

mm. 124-125, but became mired in the depths of Hades at G2, the lowest note in the 

passage (see Figure 9).  
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Figure 9. The slow introduction of Movement II. 

Movement II bears other resemblances to a Lullian overture: the contrasting 

second part is in compound meter and there is a pervasive use of imitation. The materials 

for this imitative texture are two twelve-tone rows, plus a third theme based on the 

contour of one of the rows. These rows function as subjects for canons, imitations, and 

fuguelike passages.  

For example, at B, Row 1 (See Figure 10) is played by violin I, accompanied by a 

descending chromatic bass, indicating our agent has descended to an even deeper 

emotional or spiritual depth. 

Row 1 expands symmetrically until the seventh pitch, and then descends in scalar 

fashion. Both hexachords are members of set class (012345). The notes of the ambitus of 

each hexachord form a symmetrical tetrachord made up of two perfect fourths separated 

by a minor second. 

 

Figure 10. Row 1 grouped in hexachords. 
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The second tone row is introduced at C (Row 2) and provides the material for the 

imitative counterpoint at D, E, F, and G.  

 

Figure 11. Row 2 grouped in hexachords. 

At H, Row 1 returns in short solo passages in violin I and oboe. The homophonic 

texture at H, I, and J provides contrast with the imitative counterpoint that is prevalent 

during much of the movement. A third theme appears at K that is similar to the contour of 

hexachord b of Row 1, but in diatonic form.  

 

Figure 12. Theme 3 at m. 241.  

Form of Movement II 

The main body of Movement II, which occurs after the slow introduction, consists 

of episodes that use various imitative contrapuntal techniques: canons at different 

intervals and in different types of motion, fugato, and stretto passages. It also resembles a 

gigue, which, after 1650, augmented the pre-1650 rigid French dance suite order of 

dances: allemande, courante, and sarabande (Fuller, n.d.). The ‘jig’ was imported from 

the British Isles and most were in compound meter. According to Little (n.d.), the French 

gigue “was written in a moderate or fast tempo…with irregular phrases and an imitative, 

contrapuntal texture” (para. 1). 

The episodes in Movement II resemble various imitative genres, but in a free, 

nonrigid manner. They are fugato passages. For example, at C there is a fugato passage 
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marked by successive entrances of Row 2 — acting as a fugal subject — at m. 144 at pc7, 

146 at pc2, 148 at pc7, and at m. 150 in violin II at pc7 again, but in contrary motion. 

Like a fugue, each entrance inhabits a different vocal range; the order is alto, bass, tenor, 

and soprano. A countersubject (m. 146, violin II) accompanies each subject, but there is 

no linking passage between the second and third entrances of the subject (see Figure 13). 

Thus, the passage lacks some of the characteristics of a proper fugue. The four subject 

entrances culminate in a tutti sixteenth-note passage (m. 158).  

 

Figure 13. Fugato passage at mm. 144-151. S is subject and CS is countersubject. 

An example of a free use of canon is at E. Segments of Row 2 are distributed 

among winds and piano in a hocketed fashion in a canon at the third in contrary motion. 

The section closes with a plagal-like cadence at mm. 168-169. 

Also, Sections K, L, and M have episodes of imitative counterpoint. Theme 3 (see 

Figure 14), which is diatonic and is based on the contour of a hexachord of Row 2, 

appears in the strings canonically at the 5th at K, beginning at m. 141. A variation of this 

theme returns at L with strings accompanied by winds and then vice versa at M. At O, 
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Theme 3 reappears languorously in a canon at the unison, which is interrupted by 

palindromic phrases in piano and marimba at m. 296 (see Figure 15).  

 

Figure 14. Theme 3 in canon at the unison. 

 

Figure 15. Palindromic phrases in piano part at m. 296. 

Melodic and Harmonic Language of Movement III 

In contrast to Movements I and II, Movement III is tonally centric. This choice 

reflects the character of Amphion, who was an accomplished lyre player and was said to 

have learned the Lydian mode from the Lydians (Grant & Hazel, 2002). The first episode 

at mm. 333 is in A∫ Lydian, the second episode at m. 368 is in C Lydian.  
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The main idea of Movement III, hereinafter Motive A, is from the first iteration of 

the refrain (mm. 319-332) and consists of an upward leap of a minor sixth (se Figure 16). 

 

Figure 16. Motive A of Movement III. 

Motive B (m. 325, violin 1) consists of an inversion of the minor sixth of 

Motive A and the addition of a chromatic upper neighbor — G# (see Figure 17). 

 

Figure 17. Motive B of Movement III. 

This motive, from the first refrain, generates much of the melodic material for the 

first episode (m. 333). The B-G# dyad — transposed at m. 334 to A-C — develops 

symmetrically, expanding outwardly to D∫-G (m. 334) and culminating on the downbeat 

of m. 341 with the addition of D\, thus establishing the Lydian mode (see Figure 18). 

 

Figure 18. Dyadic expansion at mm. 333-341. 

The refrain appears three times. Each return has a different harmonic structure. 

The first episode (mm. 333-351) is tonally centric around A∫ and E (mm. 352-356). The 

second episode is C-centric, specifically C Lydian. Figure 19 maps the tonal centers —
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some of which are more distinct than others — and the harmonic motion of 

Movement III. Note that the final refrain comes to rest on the V chord of F# Major for six 

measures, at which point the introduction awkwardly returns in G minor, signifying a 

wrong turn. C# returns at m. 411 (now spelled as D∫) and functions as the leading tone of 

D minor, confidently leading into the coda.  

 

Figure 19. Harmonic design of Movement III. 

Form of Movement III 

Movement III begins attacca with a mysterious introduction (hereinafter, INTRO) 

that acts as a transition from Movement II. Movement III is a rondo, or refrain form, that 

can be expressed as INTRO ABACA INTR0' CODA.  

The first episode that follows the refrain is a canon in contrary motion at the 5th 

(m. 333). However, it is not a strict contrary motion canon; the interval of the follower 

varies. The second episode, at m. 368, is canonlike. The follower sometimes follows after 

three beats, but sometimes canonically at the seventh or at the third in contrary motion. 

At m. 385, there is a third canon, in three parts. The second and third entrances remain in 

strict canon at the octave until m. 389.  
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The coda is built upon a cantus firmus in D phrygian, which functions as a 

passacaglia (see Figure 20). This cantus, which is not historical, is first heard in tenor 

range, played by bassoon, and then joined by pizzicato cello at L.  

 

Figure 20. Phrygian mode cantus firmus at L of Movement III. Note that the penultimate 

pitch E∫ is implied. 

Performance Issues in Amphion 

In Movements I and II, some passages were purposefully composed to create a 

rubato effect. These passages occur at mm. 93-96, 246-248, 251-252, 263-264 (between 

oboe and clarinet), and at mm. 93-102 (between the pianist’s left hand and cello). The 

conductor should spot rehearse these passages prior to a complete run through. 

All players at mm. 106-116 who enter on beat 2 should imagine they are playing a 

snare drum. The conductor should take care that no one is playing behind the beat in this 

section. 

In Amphion’s orchestra seating chart, the winds are seated in a single row on a 

riser (see Figure 21).  
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Figure 21. Orchestra seating plan for Amphion. 

Another possibility is to seat the winds in two rows. In this configuration, the 

brass would be on an additional riser, which would help their sound to project into the 

hall.  

 

Figure 22. Alternate seating arrangement for winds. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ZETHOS 

Use of Improvisation in Zethos 

What is the rationale for taking a composition that has reached its final form 

through the lengthy process of sketching, rewriting, and orchestration, and then adding 

new sections that allow for the evanescent whims of an improviser?  

There is little precedent for expanding completed works. In music of the common 

practice period, there are examples of works that were reorchestrated for smaller and 

larger ensembles.2 But there is no second version of Hamlet with extra scenes or an 

extended version of The Great Gatsby. However, we have all seen examples in everyday 

life of objects that are considered complete, yet something is added and they are 

enhanced or transformed. For example, consider an old brick wall, and an old brick wall 

covered with ivy that has turned bright red in the cool fall weather. Or in visual arts, 

Marcel Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q. (Mona Lisa with moustache). 

Zethos is a metaphorically hyperlinked version of Amphion. When we read a story 

on a Web site or an e-Book reader, some words are hyperlinked. In this sense, Zethos is 

Amphion but with five hyperlinks, which link to the five sections of improvisation. When 

we hit the “back” arrow of our browser, we return to Amphion. 

                                                

2 Examples include: Brahms’s Serenade No. 1 in D Major, Op. 11 (first performed by a 
nonet consisting of two clarinets, flute, bassoon, horn, violin, viola, cello, bass, and later 
reorchestrated for both a small and large orchestra), Brahms’s F minor Piano Quintet, 
Op. 34 (originally a string quintet and also arranged for two pianos (Op. 34a)), and 
Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde (reorchestrated for a chamber orchestra by Schoenberg). 
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Another analogy is sports-related. At the end of a quarter or at half time of a 

basketball game, the game stops and the sportscasters comment on what has occurred and 

what is to come. The improvisers are analogous to the sportscasters. They comment on 

what they have heard and they strive to be insightful and coherent. 

I went through the process of disassembling Amphion because I have had success 

with this technique in the past. I have written fully notated pieces with no intention of 

having them performed “as is,” choosing instead to extract parts of these pieces and 

arrange them for my ensembles, in which I also perform. I have also composed fully 

notated chamber music pieces that had received multiple performances, then created new 

versions for my ensembles. These new versions had simplified and abbreviated sections 

of fully notated material and included added sections of improvisation. For example, see 

Figures 23 and 24, where J from Flagella becomes a baritone sax solo vehicle in Mito, 

which is orchestrated for a jazz quintet.3 In Zethos, though, the fully notated piece is kept 

intact and sections of improvisation are interleaved. 

                                                

3 For a more detailed comparison, listen to Flagella (from Riptide, Tzadik TZA-CD-
8083) and Mito (from Window Silver Bright, New World Records 80589-2). 
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Figure 23. Excerpt from Flagella (2000). 

 

Figure 24. Excerpt from Mito (2002). 

Improvisers with specific skill sets can be directed to accomplish performance 

tasks that will imbue Zethos with a level of excitement, spontaneity, and daring that is not 

found in Amphion. However, to have a successful performance of Zethos, a goal-directed 

formal plan is necessary for purposeful and effective improvisation. Free improvisation, 

with no form or rules, often leads to reactive performances lacking the qualities of a good 

composition. In 1969, composer Gavin Bryars noted that free improvisations “…always 

started tentatively, something big [happened] in the middle, and then [the piece] finished 

Piano 
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quietly. That sort of arc happened every time. If there are no more formal devices then 

it’s pretty empty” (Bailey, 1992, p. 114). 

In Zethos, improvisers’ tasks fall into two formal categories: developmental and 

transitional. Through their experience and skill, they are tasked with creating a coherent, 

fully developed musical work “as it is being performed” (Nettl, n.d., para. 1).4 Their 

second task is to create an effective transition to the next section. Table 4 describes the 

developmental and transitional tasks of each improvised section.  

  

                                                

4 Nettl cogently defines improvisation as: “[t]he creation of a musical work, or the final 
form of a musical work, as it is being performed. It may involve the work’s immediate 
composition by its performers, or the elaboration or adjustment of an existing framework, 
or anything in between…and to some extent every improvisation rests on a series of 
conventions or implicit rules.” 
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Table 4 
 
Developmental and Transitional Tasks for Zethos’s Five Improvisers. 

Session 
Number 

Measure 
Number/ 
Mvmt. Improviser(s) Developmental Task Transitional Task 

1 55/I violin • Comment on and 
expand upon ideas 
presented in  
mm. 50-61.  

• Interact/respond to 
background figures.  

Improvise a 
cadenza that leads 
into H. 

2 
 
 

115/I trumpet 
bass 
drum set 

• Crescendo through 
the entire section. 

• Interact 
conversationally 
with other 
improvisers. 

To prepare the 6/8 
rhythm and blues 
groove at N. 

3 148/II cello 
 

• Extemporize and 
create excitement to 
prepare entrance of 
melody at B. 

Improvise a 
cadenza that leads 
into C. 

4 
 
 

349/II trumpet 
violin 
cello 

• Interact with trio 
and orchestral 
interjections. 

Violin and cello 
drop out at 
m. 361, but drum 
set continues to 
improvise and 
introduce drum 
set and bass 
session. 

5 
 

366/III bass 
drum set 

• Build duet 
dynamically and 
texturally to prepare 
orchestra entrance  
at A-3. 

There is no 
transitional task; 
the duet ends 
abruptly at B. 

 

In Zethos, I chose five specific improvisers prior to creating the formal 

improvisation structures. In doing so, I followed the methodology of Duke Ellington, 
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who was masterful at designing improvised solo spots in his compositions for band 

members, some of whom were in his band for more than 40 years.  

The five improvisers whom I chose (violinist Jenny Choi, cellist Erik Friedlander, 

drum set player Tom Rainey, bassist Trevor Dunn, and trumpet player Herb Robertson) 

understand that a successful improvisation is engaging, surprising, and spacious; serves 

to enhance and support a greater compositional framework; exists as a well-developed 

composition that can stand on its own; and avoids common arcs.  

These five improvisers understand that ineffective improvisation is theatrical to 

the point of becoming kitschy and consists of musical quotations and/or the playing of 

preconceived ideas. Ineffective improvisers engage in shtick.  

Zethos will be visually compelling. Improvisers will stand (except for drum set 

player and cellist) during the sessions and engage with each other and the conductor 

through eye-conduct. There will be action: different configurations of musicians will 

stand, play, and then sit, adding a layer of narrative possibility and mystery. For example, 

audiences will want to know what will happen in Session 4 (trumpet, violin, and cello). 

They have heard these three players in different improvised contexts earlier in Zethos. 

Now they improvise together for the first time. How will these three musical personalities 

interact? 

The Evolution of the Zethos-enabled Improviser  

The catalyst that created performers that could play complex written music and 

improvise in many idioms was the downtown New York scene of the late 1980s-90s. In 

those years, new styles of improvisation emerged in the U.S. and Europe. These styles 

did not use the idiomatic language or conventions of jazz. George Lewis categorized 
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these new types of improvisation and improvisers by location: Chicago (home of the 

Association for the Advancement of Creative Music), St. Louis (home of the Black 

Artists Group), Europe (known for Musica Electronica Viva and Cardew’s Scratch 

Orchestra) and New York City, 

…the so-called “downtown (New York) school,” represented by saxophonist John 
Zorn; guitarist Fred Frith…among others. The music of this group is often 
timbrally and dynamically disjunctive, with rapid and frequent changes of mood 
and extremes of dynamics, extensive use of timbres reminiscent of rock, and 
strong interface with popular culture. (Lewis, 2002, p. 236.) 

In the 1980s, downtown New York had a collaborative and lively community of 

improvisers willing to experiment. The East Village had not fully gentrified and rents 

were low, which allowed artists to thrive. Speaking about that community in a 1990 

interview, John Zorn said: 

What I was really fascinated with was finding a way to harness these improvisers’ 
talents in a compositional framework without actually hindering what they did 
best — which is improvising. An improviser wants to have the freedom to do 
anything at any time. For a composer to give an improviser a piece of music 
which said, ‘play these melodies — then improvise — then play with this guy — 
then improvise — then play this figure — then improvise’, to me that was 
defeating the purpose of what these people had developed, which was a very 
particular way of relating to their instruments and to each other. And I was 
interested in those relationships. (Bailey, 1992, p. 75) 

I arrived in New York City in 1986 and witnessed the arrival of many 

conservatory-trained jazz and contemporary classical musicians5 who proceeded to 

internalize the downtown idiom (“timbrally and dynamically disjunctive, frequent 

changes of mood, extremes of dynamics, extensive use of timbres reminiscent of rock” 

                                                

5 Conservatories that currently offer undergraduate and graduate third stream programs 
include New England Conservatory, University of Michigan School of Music and 
Oberlin College Conservatory of Music. 



 30 

(Lewis, 2002, p. 236)), but who could shift between complex notated and improvised 

passages with ease yet retain that “very particular way of relating to their instruments and 

to each other” (Bailey, 1992, p. 75).  

Zethos’s Five Improvisation Sessions 

Session 1 — Violin Solo 

The violin soloist has a number of tasks during mm. 55-74. S/he will: comment on 

and expand upon ideas presented in mm. 50-61; interact and respond to background 

figures cued by the conductor; and play a cadenza that transitions to H.  

In Zethos, all sessions use backgrounds, which are functionally similar to riffs. 

Riffing is most commonly associated with the Kansas City bands of the 1930s led by 

Benny Moten and Count Basie. A riff is a: 

…short melodic ostinato, usually two or four bars long, which may either be 
repeated intact (strict riff) or varied to accommodate an underlying harmonic 
pattern. The riff is thought to derive from the repetitive call-and-response patterns 
of West African music, and appeared prominently in African-American music 
from the earliest times…. The riff came to the fore in the early 1930s in the 
Southwest tradition of orchestral jazz, where the influence of rural blues 
musicians was notably strong. Among the innovations of these groups was the 
“double” or “compound” riff, in which the brass and reed sections played separate 
riffs in counterpoint. (Robinson, n.d., para. 1) 

 
It is still commonplace to improvise background figures behind soloists. Usually 

one player in a section will play a riff and the others will imitate it, in unison or in 

harmony; then another player in a different section will improvise a second riff that 

complements the previous one. This usually occurs near the end of a solo, to exhort the 

soloist to greater heights.  

There are three background figures (GI, G2, and G3) for possible use during the 

violin solo. They are made up of fragments of F (mm. 47-61). The conductor has a great 
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deal of freedom in how s/he cues these figures: s/he can ignore them; cue them at 

different tempi or dynamics; overlay them; or cut them off anywhere s/he deems 

appropriate.  

Session 2 — Trumpet - Bass - Drum Set 

This session occurs near the end of Movement I. It is a musical conversation 

between drum set, bass, and trumpet. The instrumentation alone implies jazz, specifically 

chordless trio recordings of the 1960s, such as Lee Konitz’s Motion (with Elvin Jones 

and Sonny Dallas) and Albert Ayler’s Spiritual Unity (with Gary Peacock and Sunny 

Murray).  

There is, though, little in the score’s instructions and musical materials that relates 

to jazz. Contrary to traditional styles of jazz, players are instructed to interact and build 

their improvisation timbrally and textually, rather than melodically. Trumpet, bass, and 

drum set are encouraged to modify their instruments to create effects, such as using 

multiple mutes, col legno with chop sticks, or use an object-filled plastic bag, instead of 

drum sticks, to play the floor tom. Also, the trio should start softly at m. 115 and 

crescendo through the entire section, building to fortissimo by the end of m. 127 so that 

the subito piano at m. 128 will be effective. The trio should not play with a specific 

tempo for more than ten seconds. It is optional to play in time with the two background 

figures (at m. 116 and m. 120). However, the three players need to be aware that they 

have written parts at m. 128. They will need to switch rapidly from improvising mode to 

reading mode. Also, they will need to plan ahead to make sure they can play senza sord. 

and ord. at 128 — the trumpet must remove mutes, the bass must be prepared to play 

pizzicato, and the drummer must have drumsticks in hand. 
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There are three background figures, made up of fragments of mm. 109-112. These 

backgrounds must be cued in order, louder each time, at ∞=64. 

Session 3 — Cello Solo 

Session III is the only part in Zethos that explicitly references the jazz idiom. It 

functions as an expanded introduction to Movement II, and is identical to the beginning 

of Movement II of Amphion except that the second measure, which was a 5/4 measure, is 

now 4/4.  

In this section, the cellist has four choruses to extemporize over the chord 

progression of the introduction. The chord progression is odd in that it is partly tertiary 

(m. 148 contains C minor to G7), partly chromatic (mm. 149-150, Bo to C/B), and partly 

modal (m. 151-152, B∫ Major to C Major). The cello plays arco and is accompanied by 

walking bass, drum set played with brushes, and, optionally, piano or vibraphone (but not 

both). Here, the improvisers take on the roles of traditional jazz: the bass provides the 

link between the rhythm (drum set) and harmony (piano); the drum set provides a swing 

feel; the texture is melody (soloist) plus accompaniment. 

The historical precedent for jazz cello is the pioneering work of bassist Oscar 

Pettiford in the 1950s. While healing a broken arm, Pettiford began playing the cello, 

which he tuned like a bass. He continued performing and recording on the cello until his 

passing in 1960. 

Session 4 — Trumpet - Cello - Violin Trio 

The conductor has two options to structure this improvisation. S/he can give no 

cues to the trio, except at R-5, when trumpet, violin, and cello return to their written 
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parts. In this scenario, the conductor’s main task is to manage the cuing, at R-3 and R-4, 

of the solo backgrounds by the ripieno players. 

 Secondly, the conductor can give the cues at R-3, R-4, and R-5 and take an active 

role in constructing the improvisation, using Lawrence “Butch” Morris technique and 

theory of “conduction.” Using conduction, Morris directed bands with no notated music, 

using “a series of formalized gestures to shape the spontaneous performances of freely 

improvising ensembles” (Shipton, n.d., para. 1). In order for the trio to be led using 

conduction, the ensemble and improvisers will need to be conversant with a series of 

gestures and signs, to be determined by the conductor. 

 In the event that the conductor decides an improvisation is not meeting standards, 

s/he can override the players’ decisions through signs and gestures. S/he has many 

options: s/he can choose to cue in and out players or alter dynamics or tempi; s/he can ask 

a player to commit an idea to memory, give it a designation, and then cue it later in the 

improvisation; s /he can ask an improviser to loop an idea or play lines with specific pitch 

contours.  

Session 5 — Bass and Drum Set Duet 

Session 5 is designed to feature a long-time colleague, Tom Rainey, who was the 

drummer in my ensemble Hydra from 1990-2002. Some of my compositions from that 

time period included repetitive forms with asymmetrical rhythmic structures, such as 

Radbaz (see Figure 25 below). Through extensive rehearsal, Hydra learned to improvise 

over such structures without overtly referencing them. This tradition of obfuscation of 

form has its historical roots in the recordings of the Miles Davis Quintet in the 1960s. 

Some of their recordings seemed freely improvised but there were always underlying Tin 
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Pan Alley song forms (in 3/4 or 4/4) that were kept intact. A representative example of 

this mode of improvising is heard on Stella by Starlight, from Live at the Plugged Nickel. 

 

Figure 25. Excerpt of the solo section of Radbaz (1994). 

In Session 5, something similar occurs: the bassist and Mr. Rainey will engage in 

a duet, culminating in the orchestra’s entrance at m. 379. At this point, Mr. Rainey will 

freely extemporize “over” the A-3 form (mm. 379-390). Thus, this section is a 

combination of a mode of improvising with connections to jazz history and practice, but 

also connections to my own previous compositions and to the work process of learning to 

play these compositions.  

Session 5 (mm. 366-387 or A-1, A-2, and A-3) is the only place in Zethos that 

introduces new melodic material. The motivic set (014), which was one of the three main 

motive sets of Movement I, returns twice in this section — in inverted form — at m. 383 

and 385. Also, some of the section’s rhythmic ideas were presented earlier. For example, 

compare the rhythm of m. 79 of Movement I with m. 389 of Movement II: 
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Figure 26. Rhythmic similarities between m. 79 of Movement I and Session 5. 

Precedents for the Use of Improvisation in Orchestral Music 

Some view February 12, 1924, as the starting point of the fusion of formal 

composition and improvisation in orchestral music. On that date, Paul Whiteman and the 

Palais Royal Orchestra performed “An American Experiment in Modern Music” at New 

York’s Aeolian Hall, which featured the premiere of Gerswhin’s Rhapsody in Blue. 

Whiteman’s “orchestra” was a jazz big band plus seven violinists and a pair of horns. 

Overall, though, the pieces from that concert incorporated swing and/or used jazz big 

band instrumentation, but included little or no improvisation, only the “feeling” of jazz. 

This is also true of the following pieces from the 1930s–1940s: Stravinsky’s Ebony 

Concerto, Milhaud’s La création du monde, Antheil’s A Jazz Symphony, and Bernstein’s 

Prelude, Fugue, and Riffs, from 1949. 

However, in regard to the style and use of improvisation in Zethos, I believe a 

better time period to mark this fusion in orchestral music is the 1950s and 1960s, as 

evinced in the work of the New York School of composers (especially Earle Brown) and 

those of the third-stream movement (such as Gunther Schuller and Larry Austin).  
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Earle Brown’s Folio included December 1952, a graphically notated piece “that 

can be read in any of the four coordinate positions” (Brown, 2008, p. 9). While in 

Darmstadt in 1964 as a lecturer and guest composer, Brown assembled a small orchestra 

of twenty-three musicians and rehearsed and performed December 1952. This may have 

been the first performance by an orchestra that included nonidiomatic improvisation. 

Brown viewed himself as conductor and producer of the piece and his process predates 

Butch Morris’s conduction technique by over twenty years. 

When I put my left hand at the top of my head, it indicates that I want the 
musicians to realize the score in their high register. When my left hand is at my 
waist, it indicates that they are to realize the graphics in their low register. In the 
performance, I choose timbre and select combinations of instruments. In other 
words, I can have all the musicians working constantly, or I can stop them, start 
them, change tempi, change instrumentation (which is to say color). In other 
words, always considering that the orchestra is my instrument—just as the cellist 
has the cello and on the cello he can play in different colors, different frequencies, 
different tempi, so the conductor functions, in my opinion and in my practice, as 
another musician who has the orchestra as his instrument. Within that, there is the 
total possibility of the musicians realizing and being soloists. It’s a collection of 
twenty-three people plus conductor, putting together a collective performance. 
(Brown, 2008, p. 11) 
 
Most orchestral examples from the third-stream movement involved a jazz 

ensemble nested as a subensemble of the orchestra. Gunther Schuller’s Concertino for 

jazz quartet and orchestra (1959) was composed for the The Modern Jazz Quartet. Larry 

Austin’s Improvisations for Orchestra and Jazz Soloists (1961) juxtaposed the New York 

Philharmonic with an embedded jazz ensemble, the Don Ellis Trio. Austin’s piece was 

televised as part of Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts. 

At the time of this monograph, well-known institutions such as the American 

Composers Orchestra nurture this synthesis through programs like their Jazz Composers 
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Orchestra Initiative. In New York City, there is a teen new music ensemble, Face The 

Music, which performs pieces with improvisation.  

Notation of Improvisation in Zethos 

There are four main ways that improvisation is notated in Zethos: the arrow, the 

fermata, instructions, and slash notation with chord symbols. Instructions above rehearsal 

letters explain how and when the conductor should cue backgrounds, soloists, and return 

to a specific measure of the score. For soloists, boxed instructions beneath a fermata 

indicate a suspension of metronomic time. Instructions at these places indicate 

approximate length of time in seconds to continue improvising. In the score at these 

points, the staves of nonimprovising players show a fermata over a whole rest. It is 

during these fermatas that the conductor will cue the backgrounds. A line with an arrow 

above an instrument’s staff indicates that that player is improvising and should continue 

to do so. 

In orchestral music with improvisation, the use of language-based instructions is 

the most common method that composers have used to communicate with improvisers in 

order to achieve their desired results. Works such as Kagel’s Con Voce (1972) and Vinko 

Globokar’s La Ronde (1970) consist almost entirely of written instructions, and John 

Zorn’s Cobra (1984) consists only of instructions, with no music notation. In 

Improvisations for Orchestra and Jazz Soloists (1961) composer Larry Austin instructs 

his nested jazz trio (The Herb Ellis Trio) at H: “Free improvisation, gradually 

accelerating the basic pulse from ∞=50 to ∞=300 over a minimum time span of 3 minutes 

but no more than 5” (p. 22). In Wails (1984), Rzewski instructs improvisers at R to: 
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[i]mprovise for fourteen measures of 21/8, based on the figures below (or others 
you compose). Afterwards, either continue improvising (length to be determined), 
or pass directly to Q, which is followed directly by S. This material could also be 
used for a vocal improvisation. (p. 53)  
 
Zethos’s cello improvisation section is notated using chord symbols and slash 

notation. Each slash indicates a quarter note and a chord symbol above a slash indicates 

that that chord’s harmony is in effect until the next chord symbol. Jazz players 

universally understand this system of chord symbols. For example, at mm. 148-153, C/B 

is a C triad over a B in the bass; C+7 is a C dominant seventh chord with a raised 5th 

degree; and B∫+ is an augmented triad. 

Performance Issues in Zethos 

While a process of discovery takes place during the rehearsal of any piece, the 

process of discovery to which I refer involves two additional components: rehearsal of 

the improvisation sections in distinct pre-orchestra rehearsals, and full ensemble 

rehearsals that require a different level of engagement from through-composed pieces 

that proceed from measure one to the final bar. The ripieno players also need to 

understand the goals of the improvisations and interpret unique cues from the conductor. 

The conductor will need to develop a sense of when to cue background figures during the 

improvisations, and when and how to end these sections. 

Although the ripieno players in the Zethos ensemble do not improvise, experience 

working in nontraditional contexts is desirable, as players will need to keep track of the 

improvised sections and respond to cues from a conductor who is also improvising the 

order of entrances, background figures, and other elements. 



 39 

The drum set notation uses a notational system prescribed in Norman Weinberg’s 

Guide To Standardized Drumset Notation. Mm. 107-118 include the instruction “double-

time rubato swing feel.” This means that the drummer should follow the conductor’s 

tempo and intermittently play a swing rhythmic pattern twice as fast as that tempo, but 

also play gestures that do not express the tempo. 

Each improvisation section will need a pre-rehearsal, with only the five soloists 

and the conductor in attendance. This will save much time during full ensemble 

rehearsals, which will largely be devoted to shaping the fully notated material. It will also 

give the conductor more freedom to experiment with gestures and sign, and with cueing 

background figures behind soloists. The improvisers will benefit from a rehearsal 

pianist’s presence at these pre-rehearsals, to play the orchestral backgrounds. 

Zethos’s orchestra seating chart has the winds seated in a single row on a riser. 

 

Figure 27. Orchestra seating plan for Zethos. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION 

In the initial planning of Amphion, I decided to include many references to the 

Baroque, specifically the Baroque French dance suite. I hoped that these references in 

Amphion would make it a willing and pliable subject for disassembly, expansion, and 

reassembly. This decision was based on the many similarities between Baroque era styles 

and jazz/blues-based music, such as: figured bass and standard chord changes; the 

compound rhythm gigue and the rhythm and blues 6/8 groove; the pervasive use of 

counterpoint in Baroque music; and the counterpoint in jazz improvisation between 

soloist and bassist. 

While composing Zethos, I found that the contrast between the three movements 

of Amphion made it a good container for holding a variety of styles of twentieth and 

twenty-first century improvisation: soloist with accompanying rhythm section; free 

improvisation; drum solo accompanied by an ostinato; and soloist accompanied by 

interjected riffs. 

In this final doctoral project, I initially set out to explore the integration of 

improvisation into orchestral music. Along the way, I created two large-scale works and 

discovered new ways to include improvisation in a large-scale work, thus challenging 

existing preconceptions and definitions of orchestral music, improvisation, and jazz. 
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