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CHAPTER 1 

JOSEPH SCHWANTNER: BIOGRAPHY AND STYLE 

 

 Joseph Schwantner was born in Chicago, Illinois on March 22, 1943.  Among his 

first musical experiences were his guitar study at age 8 and his singing in school choirs.  

In high school, Schwantner studied the tuba as well as music theory, the knowledge of 

which led to his first compositional endeavors.  Interestingly, these first pieces during his 

high school years were in the jazz style.  One of his jazz compositions from this period in 

his life, Offbeat, earned him the National Band Camp Award in 1959 at the age of 

sixteen. 

 Schwantner’s post-secondary education began at the American Conservatory of 

Music in Chicago.  Studying mainly under Bernard Dieter, Schwantner earned his 

bachelor’s degree in 1964.  He then proceeded to Northwestern University, from which 

he earned his master’s degree in 1966, and ultimately his doctorate in 1968.  His principal 

teachers of composition during his years at Northwestern were Anthony Donato and Alan 

Stout.   

 Immediately after graduating from Northwestern, Schwantner was hired at both 

the Chicago Conservatory College and Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, 

Washington.  He taught at these two universities during the 1968 - 1969 school year. 
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Following this dual employment Schwantner taught at Ball State University during the 

1969 - 1970 school year, then finally was hired at the Eastman School of Music in 1970.   

Other teaching appointments have been earned at the University of Texas, Yale, and 

Juilliard. 

 It was at the Eastman School where Schwantner’s music was to mature and 

proliferate.  Richard Pittman and Boston Musica Viva, a professional chamber ensemble 

devoted solely to the promotion of contemporary music, premiered Schwantner’s 

Consortium I in 1970.  This decade would also see the creation of other major works by 

the composer, like In aeternum (1973), Elixir (1976), and Aftertones of Infinity (1978). 

Aftertones was commissioned by the American Composers Alliance and was awarded the 

Pulitzer Prize in 1979.  During the 1970’s Schwanter garnered several major grants, 

including a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1978, a Martha Baird Rockefeller Grant also in 

1978, and four Composer’s Fellowship Grants from the National Endowment for the Arts 

in the years 1974, 1975, 1977, and 1979. 

 The next decade marked even more successes for the increasingly famous 

composer. In 1981, he received the Kennedy Center Friedheim Award for his Music of 

Amber. Additionally, 1982’s premiere of New Morning for the World: Daybreak of 

Freedom, became Schwantner’s work on the largest scale, scored for narrator with full 

orchestra.  Using texts by Martin Luther King, Jr., this piece was premiered in Carnegie 

Hall by the Eastman Philharmonic with baseball legend Willie Stargell serving as the 

narrator. The magnitude of a work such as this easily demonstrates Schwantner’s rise to 

becoming an internationally recognized figure in musical composition. 
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 Taken as a whole, Schwantner’s music is mostly written for either large ensemble 

– orchestra or wind ensemble – or for chamber ensemble of various types.  Only a 

handful of the composer’s music is written for solo instrument. Given the quantity of 

music that Schwantner writes for large ensembles, it can be assumed that there are 

qualities of large ensembles to which he seems to be attracted, or orchestrational 

possibilities that he feels are simply not as prevalent in solo settings.  By extension it can 

be stated that part of Schwantner’s style is attached to instrumental timbres. 

 This assumption is confirmed in some of the earliest research regarding the 

composer.  One of the first scholars to discuss Schwantner’s mature compositional style 

was Cynthia Jo Folio, in whose 1985 dissertation she mentioned his predilection for 

instrumental timbres and their combinations: “It is in the areas of timbre and texture that 

many of Schwantner’s most distinctive stylistic traits are found. As an example, his 

fondness for sounds which ‘hang in the air’ rings through all of his works.”1  Folio 

further noted that these ringing sounds are used not merely as instrumental effects, but as 

structural pillars: “The characteristic amplitude envelope of the ringing sound is used as a 

formal device at the end of many of Schwantner’s works.”2 Folio’s reference to 

amplitude envelope simply referred to the sustained volume of ringing sounds that serve 

to separate the sections of Schwantner’s form, to delimit one formal section from another, 

or one movement from another. Additional comment regarding Schwantner’s fascination 

with instrumental timbre comes from James E. Chute, in whose dissertation he mentioned 
                                                
1 Cynthia Jo Folio,  An Analysis and Comparison of Four Compositions by Joseph 
Schwantner: and the mountains rising nowhere, Wild Angels of the Open Hills, 
Aftertones of Infinity, and Sparrows. (PhD diss., University of Rochester, 1985), 4. 
2 Ibid., 5. 
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that the composer’s “characteristic interest in the percussion section and exploitation of 

the orchestra’s extended timbral possibilities is also apparent.”3 

 Inseparable from the topic of timbre is texture. Folio noted: 

Schwantner prefers monodic and heterophonic textures.  Frequently, one main 
line is carried by one instrument while others highlight the texture by doubling 
and sustaining certain notes.  The effect is a kind of prolongation of the harmony 
implicit in a spatial/temporal sequence of pitch-classes. This device not only 
results in notes “hanging in the air’ but also highlights certain motives, intervals 
and rhythms.4 

 
A characteristic musical sample illustrating this textural effect for which the 

composer has become know is from his Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (1994) 

(see example 1). It is important to note that this section is played twice, and the soloist 

plays the top staff the first time, and the second staff the second. Here the percussion 

soloist, the section percussionists, and the pianist are playing the main line, a sequence of 

sixteenth notes. Schwantner has constructed this main line so that certain notes within the 

sequences will be exposed above the others.  In the first measure of the example, the 

lower staff of the soloist’s line (the second time through this section) exposes the notes E 

and D, as they are the two highest notes in the figure, and they are both approached by 

skip or leap, which assists in isolating these notes for the listener.  As Folio states, other 

instruments emphasize these notes by doubling and sustaining these pitches in a more 

linear fashion than is possible by just the percussion keyboard. 

 

                                                
3 James E. Chute,  The Reemergence of Tonality in Contemporary Music as 
Shown in the Works of David Del Tredici, Joseph Schwantner, and John 
Adams. (DMA diss., The University of Cincinnati, 1991), 88. 
4 Folio, 5. 
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Example 1: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. I, measures 18 - 23 

Schwantner CONCERTO FOR PERCUSSION AND ORCHESTRA 
Copyright 1994 Schott Helicon Music Corporation 

All Rights Reserved 
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Where the second percussionist is doubling the soloist’s line verbatim (the third 

percussionist plays only the first time through this phrase), the first percussionist is 

playing a rhythmically distilled version of the line in a simpler, though often syncopated 

rhythm.  The French horns are serving to provide true sustain to the soloists exposed 

pitches.  In the first and fourth measures of the example the D, performed almost 

inaudibly, gradually fades into the musical texture, and departs toward the end of the 

example.  The woodwind family, perform a rhythmically interlocked version of the 

soloist’s line, is able to provide length to the E and D of the percussion keyboard part. 

The string section, taken as a whole, sustains pitches that create a sort of musical cloud 

hovering delicately above the percussion and woodwind lines.  Rather than emphasizing 

the soloist’s exposed pitches, this cluster of notes is drawn from other notes within the 

soloist’s total pitch set. As this texture, despite the surface existence of rhythmic activity 

and complexity, contains only a single melodic idea reinforced by various instrument 

groups, Schwantner came to refer to this texture as a “shared monody.”5  The “ringing in 

the air” cited earlier is clearly heard in the string voices and in the sustained pitched 

played by the woodwinds in this example. 

Schwantner’s musical language has been described in several ways, but perhaps 

the best description can be termed pluralist.  Pluralism in music is not a particular mode 

of writing, as are serialism and minimalism, but is rather a philosophy of writing; it is the 

willingness to select from a multiplicity of available languages whether within a single 

piece, or even a single movement.  The choice of language is governed by the mood the 

                                                
5 Folio, 5. 
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composer is trying to create.  Leonard B. Meyer, the composer, author, and philosopher, 

wrote in his Music, the Arts, and Ideas: 

Our culture—cosmopolitan world culture—is, and will continue to be, diverse and 
pluralistic.  A multiplicity of styles, techniques, and movements, ranging from the 
cautiously conservative to the rampantly experimental, will exist side by side: 
tonality and serialism, improvised and aleatoric music, as well as jazz with its 
many idioms, and popular music...Through paraphrase, borrowing, style 
simulation, and modeling, past and present will, modifying one another, come 
together not only within culture, but within the oeuvre of a single artist and even 
within a single work of art.6 
 

Clearly, Meyer sees musical composition as a reflection of our culture, and as members 

of our culture, composers like Schwantner, who seek to evoke a variety of moods within 

a single piece, will choose whichever language is necessary to generate the mood of a 

given section. Jeffery Lynn Briggs cited also that “His [Schwantner’s] music is somewhat 

eclectic in the sense that it adheres to no technique blindly and uses whatever is 

necessary; serialism, pandiatonicism, functional tonality, or any other technique or 

procedure, past or present, is employed to achieve its expressive goals.”7 

 Most of Schwantner’s early works were largely serial in concept, using not 

standard twelve-tone technique, but regularly using chord clusters with as many as eleven 

simultaneous pitches.  He was seen as bringing this serial style to “its ultimate, nearly 

incomprehensible extreme” in these early works.8  Although twelve-tone serialism 

reached its peak in the early half of the twentieth century with the works of Arnold 

                                                
6 Leonard B. Meyer, Music, the Arts, and Ideas: Patterns and Predictions in Twentieth-
Century Culture (Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1967),  208. 
7 Jeffery Lynn Briggs, The Recent Music of Joseph Schwantner: Unique and Essential 
Elements. (DMA diss., The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 
1984), 3. 
8 Chute, 73. 
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Schoenberg, Alban Berg, and Anton Webern, serialism as a general practice had such a 

firm foothold in musical composition that Jacob Druckman humorously stated: “Not 

being a serialist on the East Coast of the United States in the sixties was like not being a 

Catholic in Rome in the thirteenth century.  It was the respectable thing to do, at least 

once.”9  However, the influence of serialist procedures in Schwantner’s works from the 

seventies is not to imply that they were exclusively serial.  There always seemed to be 

more than one language present even in these early works.  For example, 1978’s 

Diaphonia Intervallum has been described as “a virtual inventory of twentieth-century 

techniques.”10  

 

Percussion’s Influence on Schwantner’s Music 

 The percussion family of instruments had been one of particular interest for the 

composer throughout his early compositional life.  With percussion’s seemingly infinite 

array of timbral choices and combinations, this family was an obvious body of 

instruments with which to become fascinated. In particular, instruments that contribute to 

the “ringing in the air,” like glass crystals, water gong, crotales, and tubular bells became 

favorites for the composer even in his earlier works from the 1970’s, as in In Aeternum.11 

 Although it is easy to understand how important percussion became for 

Schwantner in his ensemble pieces, it is remarkable to note that no percussion ensemble 

or even a percussion solo piece until 1990.  When the first percussion solo – Velocities – 
                                                
9 Cole Gagne and Tracy Caras, Soundpieces: Interviews with American Composers 
(Metuchen, New Jersey, 1982), 156. 
10 Chute, 74. 
11 Folio, 17. 



 9 

was composed, it was not for a ringing instrument, but instead for marimba, an 

instrument known less for its timbral potential (it is one of the more homogeneous 

sounding percussion instruments) than for its characteristic warmth across its registers. 

 Velocities was completed in August of 1990, and was premiered by marimbist 

Leigh Howard Stevens in Gothenburg Sweden.  Shortly thereafter, the piece would 

receive its American premiere in Philadelphia in November of the same year at the 

Percussive Arts Society’s International Convention (PASIC).  This piece was part of a 

commissioning project from the National Endowment for the Arts, but the original panel 

of composers to write the four pieces did not include Schwantner. John Corigliano, the 

composer chosen for the commission by Leigh Stevens, had written a marimba solo in 

which, over the course of the piece, the soloist would use fewer and fewer mallets; 

starting with six mallets (three in each hand) in the beginning, the piece would gradually 

require less until the final section would require only one mallet in each hand.  This 

technical feature is one of many in the piece, and it is likely that due to the seemingly 

unworkable technical requests made by the marimbists, Corigliano soon left the 

commissioning project. 

 Leigh Stevens, now without a composer with whom to work on the 

commissioning project, had known Joseph Schwanter from the Eastman School of Music, 

where Stevens had been a student while the young Schwantner had been on the 

composition faculty. After Stevens approached the composer to join the project, he 

quickly agreed.  He stated in an interview given by I-Jen Fang in March of 2005 that he 
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“had not considered writing a marimba solo.”  However, “as of recently he has spoken 

enthusiastically about future plans to compose another solo work for the marimba.”12 

 Whereas John Corigliano struggled to accommodate the technical requests of the 

marimbists on the commissioning project, Schwanter worked closely with Leigh Stevens 

to ensure that the piece was technically challenging yet musically effective.  Schwantner 

was as permissive to state that, “if a performer can make the piece sound better, then he 

[Schwantner] does not care if the piece is modified by adding octaves to lower notes.”13 

 Velocities continues to be one of the most technically challenging pieces for the 

marimba soloist to this date.  Its addition to the repertoire was an important event for 

percussionists, whose body of solo music consisted of pieces written by percussionists 

themselves, as opposed to composers who write for various instrumental combinations.  

Having Joseph Schwantner, a musician of international reknown, in the repertoire has 

granted an increasing amount of gravity and legitimacy to the growth of percussion solo 

music for the latter decade of the twentieth century. 

 To celebrate the 150th anniversary of the Philharmonic-Symphony Society of 

New York, the New York Philharmonic’s principal percussionist, Christopher Lamb 

approached Schwantner to compose a percussion concerto.  The literature that was 

available as models for Schwantner’s concerto was scarce, as only a handful of concertos 

                                                
12 I-Jen Fang, The 1986 National Endowment for the Arts Commission: An  
Introspective Analysis of two Marimba Works, Reflections on the Nature 
of Water by Jacob Druckman and Velocities by Joseph Schwantner,  
Together with Three Recitals of Selected works by Keiko Abe,  
Christopher Deane, Peter Klatzow, Wayne Siegel, Gitta Steiner, and  
Others. (DMA diss., The University of North Texas, 2005), 64. 
13 Fang, 62. 
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had been written for multiple percussion.  Most notable were the concertos of Darius 

Milhaud and Lukas Foss.  Milhaud’s Concerto pour batterie et petit orchestre was 

written in 1929 and was scored for percussion soloist and small orchestra,  

while Foss’ concerto was written in 1974, but was scored for percussionist with full 

orchestra.  Other multiple percussion concertos had been written, though not by 

composers with such contemporary success as Joseph Schwantner. 

  Obviously the choice of writing a concerto using a multitude of percussion 

instruments was not a favorable choice among composers for much of the twentieth 

century, despite the increasing use of the percussion family within orchestral and wind 

band settings, as well as the growth and proliferation of percussion ensemble music.  

There had been numerous concertos written for percussion keyboards; composers like 

Paul Creston, Robert Kurka, James Basta, and Darius Milhaud all had contributed to the 

body of mallet percussion concertos.  Perhaps the dearth of non-mallet concertos was the 

perceived inability to produce melody on non-pitched instruments, or perhaps it was the 

lack of understanding of the techniques and practices involved in percussion playing.  

Whatever the reason, Schwantner’s composing of his Concerto for Percussion and 

Orchestra, like his marimba solo Velocities, was to be an enormous contribution to a 

blossoming body of work. 

 Schwantner wrote in his notes about the Concerto: 

 As one who long has been fascinated by the timbral aspects of music and attracted 
 to the richly varied sonoric and articulative resources available in percussion, I  
 was delighted to accept an invitation to write a work for the Philharmonic’s 
 principal percussionist, Christopher Lamb. The extensive array of highly diverse  
 instruments that form a percussionist’s arsenal frequently demands wide-ranging 
 instrumental skills and techniques.  Within this daunting performance  
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 environment, Mr. Lamb’s astonishing  virtuosity and compelling musicianship 
 provided an endless wellspring of inspiration that helped shape and propel the  
 flow of my musical ideas for the concerto.14 
 

Surprisingly, this work has received little attention in scholarly research.  While 

there are a handful of dissertations and articles regarding Schwantner’s band and other 

orchestral music, this percussion concerto remains virtually untouched.  An analysis of 

this important work will reveal the multiplicity of musical languages that Schwantner 

employs to achieve very impressive musical ends.  His pluralist musical style 

demonstrates not only fluency in several of the styles of the twentieth century, but in his 

ability to mold these techniques into a singularly expressive pluralist approach.  Most 

importantly, analysis of these styles will illustrate how the percussion family of 

instruments is ideally suited to such a plurality of languages. Additionally, examination 

of this concerto can allow future composers to use the piece as a model for their own 

compositions for percussion.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
14 Bernard Jacobson, “Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra,” from Notes on the 
Program, January 1995, 20. 
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CHAPTER 2 

TERMINOLOGY AND BASIC CONCEPTS 

 

 Anyone listening to the Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra by Joseph 

Schwantner would conclude that this is not a work that can be discussed or analyzed 

using the tools of traditional harmony.  The term “traditional harmony” typically refers to 

a musical language and its subsequent structures that can be reduced to chords using the 

intervals of thirds as their primary constituents.  Also known as triads, these chords exist 

in a tonal context, wherein all notes of a scale have tendencies to ultimately move toward 

other notes, eventually arriving at the home note, referred to as tonic.  Harmonic 

structures, phrases, cadences, etc. are all based around the fundamental tonal harmonic 

formula of dominant to tonic.  No matter how else the piece is constructed, the chords in 

this tonal context all revolve around the paradigm of harmonic motion generated by notes 

from major and minor scales. In a work like Schwantner’s Concerto, such a language 

does not exist, and the tools for analyzing it must be accordingly different.  This chapter 

will introduce terms to be used throughout the current study to analyze this non-tonal 

piece. 

 The theorist that is generally credited with establishing the nomenclature of post-

tonal theory is Allen Forte. In his 1973 work, The Structure of Atonal Music, he builds a 
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vocabulary as well as a method for dealing with music outside of the tonal system. Much 

of the terminology used in this study is from Allen Forte. 

 An important feature of post-tonal music is the subconsciously understood 

concept of octave equivalence.  What this stipulates is that all notes with the same name, 

for example “B flat” are to be considered the same regardless of musical context or 

octave in which it occurs.  A corollary to this notion is that when grouping a series of 

notes together for analysis, there will be no duplication of that note; it is only considered 

once. 

 Pitch class refers to all notes, again without regard for octave, that share the same 

name.  For example, pitch class C# refers to all available C#’s. Musicians have for 

centuries been referring to pitch classes when discussing pieces.  For example, when it is 

stated that an orchestra has just performed the Brahms Fourth Symphony in e minor, the 

“e” that is referred to does not refer just to a particular “e” (i.e., a specific pitch), but 

rather to a more general, all encompassing “e,” the pitch class containing all e’s. 

 In tonal music, two notes of the same frequency, like A# and Bb, will typically 

behave quite differently based upon the harmonic context. As an example, consider the 

pitches C# and Db.  Within the major key of A major, these notes would be labeled as the 

third scale degree and the lowered fourth scale degree, respectively. They would behave 

quite differently; the pitch Db within the key of A major would likely resolve downward 

based on its use of the flat. However, within a post-tonal environment, the C# and Db are 

enharmonic equivalents and are not considered as two pitches within a set, even if 

performed by two different instruments simultaneously. 
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 The concept of octave equivalence produces only twelve different pitch classes. 

In post-tonal analysis, numbers are used to label all notes within each pitch class.  Thus, 

all C’s, B#’s, Dbb’s would receive the label of 0 (zero), all C#’s, Db’s, and B##’s would 

receive a 1, etc… all the way up to 11 which would refer to all B’s, A##’s, or Cb’s.  In 

other words, C is given the label of zero, and for each half step above C, the number is 

increased by 1. 

 Yet another by-product of octave equivalence is in the way intervals are labeled.  

In traditional harmony they receive labels such as minor third, major seventh, and so on.  

But in post-tonal music, intervals that contain the exact same number of semitones, 

regardless of how the individual pitches are labeled, receive the exact same interval 

name.  Thus, C to Db and C to C#  receives the interval 1, since the pitches are one 

semitone apart.  C to E# and C to F  receive the interval 5 for the same reason.  Again, 

even if the aforementioned C to Db were separated in musical space by more than one 

octave, this interval is still 1. 

 One of the most important concepts is that of interval class.  Just as pitch class 

refers to all pitches with a specific letter, interval class refers to all intervals that can be 

arranged, in any order, to produce the same intervallic distance.  Hence C to C# and C to 

B are both l, even if the B was 11 semitones above the C.  Since both pairs of notes can be 

rearranged for comparison, the interval class is the same.   By extension, there are only 

six interval classes.  For example, if the perfect fifth is considered, the two pitches that 

constitute the perfect fifth, containing seven half-steps, can be reordered to be more 

compact, generating a perfect fourth, which is five half-steps in size.  Hence, for the 



 16 

purposes of set theory, the largest interval class is that of the tritone, or six half-steps, and 

all intervals more than six half-steps in size can be reordered to be more compact. The 

important concept when considering intervals is that the goal is to make the most 

compact form of all of the intervals being considered, regardless of octave within the 

actual musical context. 

 A common method of displaying the interval content of a section of music, 

regardless of the number of notes being taken into consideration, is called the interval 

vector.  Presented as a string of six numbers, each digit of the string refers to the quantity 

that exists of a given interval.  Take, for example, the following pair of measures from 

the first movement of Schwantner’s Concerto: 

 

Example 2: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. I, 
measures 1 - 2 

 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Schwantner CONCERTO FOR PERCUSSION AND ORCHESTRA 
Copyright 1994 Schott Helicon Music Corporation 

All Rights Reserved 
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 In measure one, the Piano I contains the chord Eb-G-B-D.  Although this chord 

obviously contains intervals larger than the tritone – at least when taken in its original 

form, with pitch set theory, the notes are reorganized into their most compact form, 

known more commonly as the normal form.  The normal form of this collection of notes 

would be, from bottom to top, D-Eb-G-B.  This is the smallest way of arranging these 

four notes. 

 Now the extrapolating of the intervals is made simpler.  In this pitch collection, 

there is only 1 minor second, 0 major seconds, 1 minor third, 3 major thirds, 1 perfect 

fourth and zero augmented fourths.  All other intervals are merely inversions of these 

simpler intervals.  The interval vector of this pitch set is therefore [101310]. Hence the 

interval vector is a convenient way to view the interval class content of any collection of 

notes, regardless of the number of notes being considered. 

 One noteworthy facet of pitch set theory is that traditional harmony yields 

identical interval class vectors whether the triad was major or minor.  Compare a C major 

triad with a c minor triad.  Each triad contains exactly the same interval content: 1 major 

third, 1 minor third, and 1 perfect fifth.  So through the lens of pitch set theory, traditional 

harmonic building blocks, major and minor triads, are viewed as identical sonorities. In 

other words, there are no substantive distinctions made between major and minor triads in 

pitch set theory. 

 One final concept to discuss is prime form.  Prime form stipulates that once the 

notes of the sonority have been arranged into their normal form (most compact 

arrangement), the convention is to label the bottom pitch of the new arrangement 0, and 
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to label the other notes based upon their number of half – steps above the bottom pitch.  

Thus, the D-Eb-G-B chord discussed above has, as its prime form, (0159). Although 

there are other ways of writing sets in prime form, in this document parentheses are used, 

with digits not separated by commas.  If the numbers 10 and 11 are needed, the letters T 

and E are substituted so as not be confused with, for example, 1 and 0, or 1 and 1. 

 It is not advisable to confuse prime form with interval class.  Prime form lists 

notes in relationship to the “zero note,” whatever pitch that might be, whereas interval 

class refers to the quantity of certain intervals within the sonority under consideration.  

There can never be intervals greater than six within an interval vector, as all intervals are 

reducible, under reorganization, to six half – steps or fewer. 

 Two other terms are invaluable to the discussion of pitch sets.  Supersets and 

subsets are used especially when comparing differently sized groupings of notes. A 

superset is simply a larger set that contains identical interval content of some smaller set. 

For example, the set discussed above, (0159), is a superset of  (059), (015), or (159).  It is 

easy to see the similarity when using the prime form of sets for comparative purposes.  

Similarly, a subset is a smaller group, whose intervals are contained entirely within some 

larger set.  Thus (159), (015), and (059) are all subsets of (0159).  The number of pitches 

contained within a set is referred to as its cardinality or cardinal number.  Thus, (159) 

has three as its cardinality, and (0159) has four as its cardinality.  

 Allen Forte, author of The Structure of Atonal Music, developed a cataloguing 

system for all of the possible pitch sets.  They are organized first by the number of notes 

within the set, then by the increasing spread of intervals. Take for example Forte’s set 
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labeled 3-1.  The number three in the label refers to there being three notes in the set, and 

the one is used simply as a way of putting all possible three-note combinations in order.  

Set 3-1 in Forte’s ordering system is the set (012), which is merely a series of half-steps, 

whereas Forte’s 3-2 (013) is a half-step followed by a whole step.  Within this document, 

prime form is used, as well as Forte’s numbering system for classifying Schwantner’s 

pitch sets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

ANALYSIS OF MOVEMENT I 
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 The first movement of the Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra is in the 

modified rondo form A – B – A’ – B ‘ – A”.  Given this general template, it can be 

discerned that there is never an exact repeat of any one section, but rather a sense of 

significant variation with the return of a new section. 

 From the perspective of the soloist, the form reflects a significant change of 

instrumentation, from drums in the A sections, and keyboard percussion of various types 

in the B sections. The A sections contain the crotales motive, played from several pitch 

levels, which always descend by step from the previous statement. From the standpoint of 

orchestral accompaniment, the A sections are characterized by bold fanfares, as well as 

sixteenth – note syncopations as well as duple against triple rhythms superposed. 

Generally there are somewhat stable pitches of centricity within these sections as well, 

with B being the first (see measures 5 – 14), G being the second (see measures 33 – 41), 

and Gb being the last (see measures 45 – 71).  It is significant that these three centric 

pitches form the pitch set  (014), whose constituent intervals are the minor second, major 

third, and minor third.  These intervals are exploited to a large degree in the stacking of 

thirds present in measures like 2, 4, 121, and 124, whose contents overlay major and 

minor triads separated by one half – step. 

 The B sections of this movement feature the marimba and ultimately the 

xylophone.  These sections are minimalist in design, in that there is no melody in the 

traditional sense. Rather, there are accented pitches within the stream of sixteenth notes 

that serve as highlights that are frequently reinforced by whole notes in the strings, upper 
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woodwinds, and piano.  The music achieves a sense of stasis, with the pitch sets varying 

only slightly from one three-measure phrase to the next.  The long notes in the 

accompaniment add to the perceived stasis in these sections. The percussion section of 

the orchestra frequently doubles the solo part, most likely for additional volume as well 

as for added colors. 

 The B sections also use pitch sets with a more modal flavor than those in the A 

sections. Given the rhythmic positioning of the pitches of centricity within these sections 

(measures 42-44 for example), there is nearly a sense of tonality here, but without a 

harmonic underpinning that listeners associate with tonality, progression is absent. 

Listeners are left with a hint of tonality (or modality, as in phrases like 79-83), without an 

explicit statement. 

 By contrast, the A sections tend to use pitch sets with more minor seconds, giving 

the music an accordingly higher degree of dissonance that is frequently coupled with 

strong interjections from the drums of the soloist and occasionally from the percussion 

section.  It is interesting that within the A sections, with their heavy use of dissonance, 

that Schwantner grounds the music with reiterated pitches in the bass voices, so that there 

is still some sense of stability.  

The opening measures of a movement or piece will frequently reveal much of the 

melodic and harmonic materials to be used throughout the work.  The opening measures 

of the Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra are no exception (see example 3). These 

first four measures serve as an introduction and several important features are revealed in 

these opening measures.  The measures, taken in two pairs, produce identical pitch sets.  
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This is to say that measure one and measure three contain identical pitch sets, as do 

measures two and four.  The four pitches present in measure one, without the Ab’s of the 

double bass, cello, timpani, piano, bass trombone, and low clarinets, are Eb, G, B, and D.  

The reasoning for the omission of the Ab’s will be explained shortly. Placed into prime 

form, this pitch set is Forte’s 4-19, or (0148).  In measure three, set 4-19 is again played, 

though transposed up a major second. 

 Perhaps the most important feature of the (0148) set is that it contains identifiable 

triadic figurations.  The violin chords of measure one produce a G major triad.  

Additionally, the French horns reinforce the G-D perfect fifth. This triadic structure, 

although heavily veiled within the other notes of the pitch set, becomes significant not 

only in its initial statement, but in its ramifications in measure two (and measure four). 

 Apart from the sustained A’s, the brass family in measure two produces two 

interlocking triadic formations.  The first horn, along with the trumpets and first 

trombone, produce a series of (037) sets, known more commonly as minor triads.  The 

remaining members of the brass family also produce (037) chords, offset by a minor 

second interval from the notes of the first horn, trumpets, and first trombones.  The piano 

reduction of this section will aid in illuminating this important introductory statement.  

Example 3: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, measures 1-5 
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Example 4: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), measures1-2 
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The interwoven nature of the minor triad structures becomes obvious in the first 

piano 1 part. As stated earlier, measure three and four simply reproduce these structures 

at a transposed pitch level. One important difference though is in the actual triads 

themselves in measure four. Whereas in measure two the triads were minor, in example 

five Schwantner uses major triads, again orchestrated among the brass instruments. 

 
 
 
 
 

Example 5: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra  (two – piano version), 
measure 4 
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 Post – tonal methods do not distinguish between major and minor triads. 

Therefore, the chords in measures two and four would be viewed as identical, and it is 

more germane to the current discussion that both the quantity and quality of the intervals 

are the same.  Since major and minor triads both contain one minor and one major third 

along with the perfect fifth, they are indistinguishable. 

 The chords in either measure two or measure four, taken vertically, produce the 

set 6-z19, whose prime form is (013478).  It becomes evident when viewing the prime 

form of this set that the minor second is of particular interest to the composer in this 

section of the work.  The decision to voice the chords in such a way (see example 2), 

underscores this feature of the hexachord, since the dissonance becomes quite clear with 

the pitches in such close proximity and in the same instrumental family.  Summarizing 

this introductory passage, the hexachord in measures 2 and 4 (6-z19), is a superset of that 

used in measures 1 and 3 (set 5-22). 

 The percussionist in this introduction serves to link the measures within each pair 

with a fanfare-like gesture played on bass drum, tom toms, timbales, and bongos.  

Schwantner’s choice to use non-pitched instruments is significant in this expository 

segment so as not to obfuscate the intervallic quality of the pitch sets.  In addition to 
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generating a propulsive, even brutal effect, the gesture of the solo percussion part has the 

effect of an accelerando. The beats are successively subdivided into 4 sixteenths, then 5, 

then ultimately 6, which culminates in a unison figure with the A naturals of the second 

and fourth measures within the instruments of the orchestra.  The rise in general pitch of 

the drum part highlights the extreme register of the A’s in this section.  It is even possible 

that Schwantner’s decision to use beat divisions of five and six within the solo part 

correspond to the five- and six-note pitch sets of the accompaniment within the orchestra. 

 Whereas the percussion soloist’s role in the introductory fanfare is purely 

rhythmic, the contribution from measure seven in the succeeding phrase is more of a 

melodic one: 

Example 6: Concerto for Percussion and Orhcestra (two – piano version), measure 7 
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This relatively short example is given greater import by being the first melodic gesture 

played by the soloist.  Performed on the crotales, known for their brilliance and lengthy 

sustain, this gesture is doubled by the trumpet, the choice of which lends a textural link to 

the preceding section. 

 On a pitch set level, this gesture yields eight pitches: B, F#, Eb, G, F, Db, E, A. 

This series of notes is repeated starting on the ninth note.  The significance of the length 

of this gesture is that, if broken into two sets of four notes – B, F#, Eb, G plus F, Db, E, A 



 27 

– it is a double statement of the pitch set 4-19 stated in measure one.  Taken collectively, 

this eight-note set is Forte’s 8-21, (0123468T). An interesting feature of this set is evident 

at first glance: the beginning of the set consists solely of successive half – steps (0123), 

while the second half consists solely of whole steps (468T).  

A second statement of this eight – note set occurs four measures later, transposed 

down by one whole step (see example 7).  The exact register and interval content of the 

notes remain intact, but the gesture is reinforced in the piano and upper woodwinds 

similar to the trumpets in measure seven.  Schwantner’s style of “shared monody” is 

evident in this passage in the interdependence of the solo part with two iterations of 

accompaniment.  For example, the woodwind accompaniment from the second statement 

(measure 11) not only doubles the crotales line, but highlights certain notes of the pitch 

set by using longer notes.  Specifically, the flutes, oboes, and clarinets all play the gesture 

using rhythmically augmented note values that serve to cloud the rhythmically precise 

statement of the crotales and piano.  Taken as a whole, the double statement of this pitch 

set declares its importance as a unifying set of pitches within the entire piece. 

Schwantner’s rhythmic presentation of this passage obscures the fact that the set 

is built from two four-note sets, as he chooses to distribute the notes within a triplet 

figuration. Additionally, the accompaniment is a duple rhythm, and is played by the 

piano, cello, and double bass.  The section percussion in this passage interjects rhythmic 

gestures reminiscent of the soloist’s declarations from the drums of the opening passage. 

 

Example 7: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. I, measures 6 - 11 
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instrument that is featured prominently in this movement and in the third movement.  It is 

introduced into the piece by issuing this melodic statement: 
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Example 8: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, measures 13-14 
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Clearly related to the triplet statement in the crotales earlier, this seven-note gesture is 

Forte’s 7-34, (013468T), an obvious subset of the crotales’ eight-note set  (0123468T). 

The following table will serve to illustrate the various pitch sets unveiled in this 

introductory passage: 

Table 3.1: Summary of pitch sets, measures 1 – 14. 

Measures Forte’s set label Prime form 

1 and 3 4-19 (0148) 

2 and 4 6z-19 (013478) 

7 and 11 8-21 (0123468T) 

9 6z-19, (7z-38) (013478), (0124578) 

13-14 7-34 (013468T) 

 

An easy way to check for similarities among the pitch sets to this point is by comparing 

the prime forms of each set.  Although it is not feasible to state that each set is derived 

from the others, there are obvious resemblances among the sets. The initial pitch set from 
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measures 1 and 3, 4-19, is present in all of the other sets, except for 7z-38 in measure 9. It 

is clear to state that this simple four-note cell will have future presentations within the 

work if it is presented with such frequency to this point.  The second point to be made is 

the preponderance of half – steps within the pitch sets.  The favor given this interval can 

be seen by the frequency of successive numbers in a collection with a difference of one.  

Set 8-21, for example contains four half – steps, and set 6z-19 has three pairs of notes, 

each of which is separated by a half – step. 

 The seven – note set of measure nine is clearly similar to 6-z19, played one – half 

of a beat earlier in the brass as well.  Schwantner, however, adds an A natural to the 

highest trumpet voice to expose this “new” note that makes what “should” be 6z-19 

instead 7-z38.  The A natural must not be considered a mistake, however, as it is featured 

throughout these introductory measures.  One can see from example 1 that A naturals are 

boldly stated in extremely high registers from instruments like piccolo, flute, English 

horn, clarinet, piano, percussion keyboards, and upper strings.  These high A’s are stated 

twice, in measures two and four.  Although these A’s could figure into the pitch sets 

discussed above, it seems more likely that, given the extreme amount of separation in 

terms of tessitura of these pitches, there is to be some additional function to these notes.  

 One possible explanation for these notes is that they serve as a type of 

counterbalance to the extremely low notes found in measure 1 and 3 from the contrabass, 

cello, piano, low brass, and low woodwinds.  If the alternation of low notes from 1 and 3 

with these repeated A’s in 2 and 4 are taken collectively, the following figuration results: 

Ab – A – Bb – A – B.  Schwantner’s fascination with half – steps, which have been 
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featured as harmonic elements within the pitch sets, here are found as a more linear 

version, leading up to the eventual B natural in measure 5.  This gradual climb to B gives 

this pitch added emphasis, and the fact that B’s are repeated as accompanying elements 

from measures 5 through 14 is proof that this pitch has harmonic importance for the 

composer.  Additionally, the first statement of the triplet figure by the crotales (see 

example 6) contains B and F# as its initial pitches.  As this is the first melodic statement 

by the soloist, the B can be viewed as a significant pitch from this viewpoint.  The second 

statement of the crotales’ triplet figure starts on A, and the figure is transposed exactly 

down by one whole – step.   

 The fact that the notes A and B have been featured as outlying pitches (and as 

harmonic anchors) has greater influence in the next section from measures 15-32.  The 

solo percussion part will serve to illuminate this section’s salient features (see example 

9).  Here the textures shift somewhat abruptly from the fanfare – like opening into a more 

transparent, minimalist setting wherein the solo marimba part is the principal line. The 

soloist is supported by the percussion section that doubles the solo part on other 

percussion keyboards.  The woodwind, brass, and string parts are either sustaining long 

notes above the solo part or are contributing, as in the case of the upper woodwinds, to 

the “shared monody” concept by doubling and lengthening certain pitches from the solo 

percussionist’s part.  This is quite similar to the music in example 5, though in this case 

the rhythm is in sixteenth - note as opposed to eighth - note triplets. 

Each three – measure grouping introduces a new set of pitches. In measures 15 – 

17, the pitches are E-D#-A-B-C#-F#.  The prime form of this set is (023579), and Forte’s 
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label for this particular set is 6-33, a set not yet used, and one that sounds considerably 

different than those heard to this point.  By observing the prime form, there are fewer half 

– steps, which have been replaced, though not entirely, by whole – steps.  This change in 

quality serves to relax the tension created in the opening and to allow this passage to 

seem more restful, an appropriate contrast for a minimalist section. This is not implying 

that there is no pitch relationship between this six-note set and prior ones. In fact, a 

cursory comparison of example 6 with the pitches of this set at measure 15 will show that 

this current set is a subset of 7-34, which was itself a subset of 8-21 at measures 7 and 11. 

This six – note set occurs again, though transposed, at 21-23, and 27-29. 

At measures 18 – 20, there is another hexachord, though not a subset or superset 

of any prior collection in the piece.  The pitches are F#- E-A-B-D-G, and this set, Forte’s 

6-32, is quite similar to 6-33, except for one interval.  The prime form is (024579), which 

is different by one half – step from its surrounding pitch sets.  Another similarity exists 

between the sets in measures 22-24 and in 25-27.  The pitches in measures 25-27 are E-

D-G-A-C#-F, whose prime form is (013468), or Forte’s 6z-24.  This pitch set appears 

transposed at measures 30-32. 

 

Example 9: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), 
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measures 15-32 
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The following table illustrates the hexachords chosen by Schwantner for this 

minimalist section of the Concerto from measures 15-32 (see Table 3.2). Commonalities 

certainly exist, both between consecutive hexachord sets, and between previously 

introduced sets.  Obviously the reiteration of set 6-33 is significant.  The sound of the set 

at measures 15-17 and at 21-23 creates a tonal environment. 

 

Table 3.2: Hexachords from measures 15-32. 

 

Measures Pitches Prime form Forte’s label 

15 – 17 E – D# - A – B – C# (023579) 6 - 33 

18 – 20 F# - E – A – B – D - G (024579) 6 - 32 

21 – 23 D – C# - G – A – B – E (023579) 6 - 33 

24 – 26 E – D – G – A – C# - F  (013468) 6 – z24 

27 – 29 D – C – G – A – B – F (023579) 6 – 33 

30 – 32 Eb – D – G – B – C – F (013468) 6 – z24 

 

Schwantner’s ordering of the notes within the set allows the set in measures 15-17 to 

have a very traditional sound, with the focus on the pitch E as it occurs on strong beats in 

all three measures.  Schwantner has omitted using any type of third above this E, so as 

not to be deliberate in achieving any true “major” or “minor” sonority. Similarly, D is 

granted prominence at measures 21-23 for similar reasons.  The third iteration of 6-33 at 

measures 27-29, however, creates a different modality, more closely resembling the 

dorian mode than either major or minor. 
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 Taking two groups of three-measure phrases together further supports the effect 

of modality in this passage.  Measures 15-20 contain every pitch of the E melodic minor 

scale, while 21-26 have pitches that point toward D melodic minor.  Further, measures 

27-32 spell out the C melodic minor scale.  Of course, using phrases like “major,” 

“melodic minor,” etc…does not imply that this region is tonal and that it carries the 

conventional harmonic progressions associated with such terms.  Quite the opposite is 

true; within this minimalist framework, these “conventional” scales are lifted out of their 

traditional tonal syntax. These scales are stated repetitively, allowing the music to simply 

float in a state of melodic and harmonic stasis, disavowing any true association with 

conventional harmonic practice or the need to progress. 

 Another name for these sets, wherein there is an obvious allusion to a particular 

mode, but where there are no functional harmonic underpinnings, is diatonic collection.  

Although there are typically seven distinct pitches in a diatonic collection – take for 

example the major scale – here Schwantner uses only six.  Nonetheless, there is certainly 

a sense of pitch centricity within these hexachords. Theorist Joseph N. Straus says that 

pitches “that are stated frequently, sustained at length, placed in a registral extreme, 

played loudly, and rhythmically or metrically stressed tend to have priority over notes 

that don’t have those attributes.”15  It is easy to see which pitches in each hexachord are 

central (see example 7).  Basing the decision on rhythmic placement, the pitches of 

centricity would be E for the first three measures, F# for the next, then D,  E,  D,  and Eb.  

Although these pitches’ rhythmic placement gives them strength in terms of pitches of 
                                                
15 Joseph N. Straus, Introduction to Post – Tonal Theory (Upper Saddle River, New 
Jersey: Pearson/Prentice Hall, 1990), 131. 



 36 

centricity, there is a more interesting feature revealed when looking at the zero pitches 

from the prime forms of each of the hexachords. These zero pitches, from which the 

prime form is built, are: A, D, G, C#, F, and B. It is interesting to note that these pitches 

are a chain of fourths, sometimes perfect fourths, as in the case of the first three 

hexachords, and sometimes augmented fourths, as in the case of the third to fourth set, 

and also the fifth to sixth set.  It is as if Schwantner wished to subtly imply a sense of 

harmonic motion; in this case he is using one of the most fundamental types – the rising 

fourth, which undergirds so much of tonal music.  As stated earlier, the context within 

which these hexachords operate, coupled with the ordering and accentuation of other 

pitches, clouds this section so that only a fleeting sense of true harmonic progression is 

perceived. 

 Despite the fact that this eighteen – measure section from 15 – 32 is repeated, the 

hexachords remain intact as in the first iteration.  Even the pitches themselves are the 

same, though the order of notes as they are played is different. Of course, this doesn’t 

affect the sets themselves, or the ascent of fourths that serves as the subtle harmonic 

progression, but it does cause different notes of the set to be emphasized in terms of pitch 

centricity.  Upon repetition, these notes become A, G, G, G, G, G.  This consistent 

reiteration of G is unquestionably to show that this note, like B from measures 5 through 

14, is to be the established center for this section and the next.  The G stands out aurally 

as one of the few pitches in the movement that is lingered upon, to stabilize harmonic 

movement, and to link the pitch of centricity with this minimalist section with the new 

fanfare to come.  The G remains the repeated pitch in the next phrase. 
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 The next major section of this movement contains no new pitch sets, but rather 

reuses sets from measures 5 – 14.  The percussion soloist uses the same battery of drums 

in alternation with the crotales motive stated in example 4.  However, Schwantner has 

trasnsposed the motive down by another whole step, this time beginning with G, then 

again on F in measure 40.  Of course, the eight – pitch collection is intact, so this section 

yields two additional statements of 8 - 21. Also, the brass, which state set 7 –z38, appears 

as before, and is rhythmically identical to its prior statement.  This brass punctuation is in 

a lower register than before.  All of these similar pitch sets are accompanied by G in this 

section, as opposed to the B from measures 5-14. 

 Schwantner achieves variety here by adding orchestral forces to the soloist’s 

motives.  The percussion section of the orchestra doubles the crotales motive with 

glockenspiel, vibraphone, chimes, and piano.  During the brief drum exclamations, the 

percussion section again joins the soloist for additional dynamic impact.  

 Measures 42 – 59, like measures 33 – 41, feature similar pitch sets to those from 

15 – 32.  A table of contents of these sets will serve to summarize this section: 

 

Table 3.3: Hexachords from measures 42 – 59. 

  

Measures Pitches Prime form Forte’s label 

42 – 44 Eb – D – Ab – Bb – C  - F (023579) 6 - 33 

45 – 47 F – Eb – Ab – Bb – Db - Gb (024579) 6 - 32 

48 – 50 Db – C – Gb – Ab – Bb - Eb (023579) 6 - 33 

(continued on next page) 
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(continued from previous page) 
51 – 53 Eb – Db – Gb  - Ab – C - Fb  (013468) 6 – z24 

54 – 56 Db – Cb – Gb – Ab – Bb - Fb (023579) 6 – 33 

57 – 59 Ebb – Db – Gb – Bb – Cb - Fb (013468) 6 – z24 

 

As this section from 42-59 is parallel to measures 15-32, several factors are worthy of 

comparison.  Each pitch from the measures 42-59 is transposed down one half – step 

from those in the corresponding measures from 15-32 (measure 42 compares with 15, 43 

with 16, etc…). 

The pitches of centricity for each of these hexachords in Table 3.3 would be Eb – 

F – Db – Eb – Db – Ebb.  Again the listener is led to hear these pitches as central to the 

sound of the hexachord due to their regular rhythmic placement within the measures.  In 

the 6/4 measures, the central pitch is placed on the first, third, and fifth quarter notes, 

while in the 6/8 measures the central note is on the first and third dotted quarter notes.  

This particular rhythmic placement reinforces the periodic nature of the 6/4 meter which 

is felt in three large groups of two quarters. Normally 6/8 is felt in two dotted quarter - 

note pulses.   

The last parallel between measures 15 – 32 and 42 - 59 is the relationship of the 

zero pitches from the prime forms. Again, the series of ascending fourths is maintained 

despite the change of hexachordal pitches. 
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Table 3.4: Zero pitches from the prime forms. 

Measures Zero pitch Measures  Zero pitch 

15 – 17 A 42 – 44 Ab 

18 – 20 D 45 – 47 Db 

21 – 23 G 48 – 50 Gb 

24 – 26 C# 51 – 53 C 

27 – 29 F 54 – 56 Fb 

30 – 32 B 57 – 59 Bb 

 

 Upon repeat of this eighteen – measure section from 15 – 32, all of the notes are 

the same as the first repetition, but they are in a different order.  Schwantner begins to 

reiterate pitches on successive downbeats.  In the earlier section, the repeated measures 

15 – 32, there was a repeated G from measures 18-32.  In this current section, that 

repeated pitch is Gb.  A difference occurs, however, in the way Schwantner chooses not 

to use the Gb as the next major pitch of reference as he had done for measures 34 – 40.  

Instead, the composer breaks away and states not Gb but C naturals in a declarative way 

(see example 10). Note the emphasis on C in the brass and strings. 

The brass and string pitches certainly dominate in this section from 65 – 70, 

which features several textural points of interest.  Schwantner, after completing two 

cycles of fanfare followed by minimalist textures, uses the two textures simultaneously.  

The soloist, flutes, clarinets, piano, and section percussion all continue the minimalist 

figuration.  The brass and strings state fanfare-like figures reminiscent of the opening 
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statements from the beginning of the movement.  It is as if the composer desires the 

continuation of the minimalist texture with interruptions to remind the listener of the 

fanfare heard earlier.  

The phrasing from the minimalist sections remains intact, at least in terms of time 

signature arrangement.  The pattern of one 6/4 measure followed by two 6/8 measures 

remains unchanged.  Additionally the pitch set found here is primarily the same as that 

from earlier, 6-33. However, a significant difference is noticeable when a comparison is 

made between the first three – measure phrase at 60 – 62 and the three – measure phrase 

from 15-17 (see example 10).  
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Example 10: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, measures 65 – 70 
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Example 11: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, measures 60 – 62 

 

measures 15 – 17 
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 In phrases like that in measure 15, the pitch of centricity is E, and it is stated on 

strong parts of the measure: beats one, three and five.  The pitch is consistent through 

both the 6/4 measures and the succeeding pair of 6/8 measures.  However, in measures 

like 60 – 62, the pitch of centricity is not maintained within the phrase; it emphasizes Gb 

for the 6/4 measure, but shifts to Bb for the 6/8 measures.  Thus, the hexachord remains 

intact, but the pitch of centricity does not.  Interesting to note as well is that, although C’s 

are stated strongly by the strings and brass at measure 60, C’s are not the zero pitch of the 

prime set which functions here: Gb- Eb-Bb-C-Db-Ab.  In this case it is Gb that is 

significant and reiterated from measures 45 – 59.  

Throughout the remainder of this section, which concludes at measure 75, this particular 

6 – 33 hexachord climbs through the registers of the solo marimba and emphasizes 
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different pitches of the Gb – Eb – Bb – C – Db – Ab hexachord by placing first Gb, then 

Bb, and then Db on strong beats of the measures.   

 A closer look at example 8, specifically at the cello part, reveals the only instance 

of a pitch that is outside of the hexachords described above.  Schwanter almost 

unnoticeably includes an F natural in the other sustained pitches. This F natural gradually 

diminishes from the cello and reappears at the pianississimo dynamic in measure 68 in 

the first violin part.  Again, the pitch is not doubled by any other voice, and is not part of 

the prevailing hexachords.  After the soloist comes to a brief rest on repeated C’s, the 

following statement now includes the F natural, which was alluded to by the strings: 

 

Example 12: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, measures 72 – 74 
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The addition of the F natural to this version of hexachord 6 – 33 makes the set 7 – 35, 

(013568T).  The C natural that seemed to interrupt the minimalist section at measure 60 

has finally become the zero pitch of the set, and its assignment as the zero pitch is caused 

by the addition of the F natural.  Set 7 – 35 is a superset of 6 – 33, the hexachord so 

frequently stated in the minimalist sections of the work.  Since 6 – 33 had a recognizably 

modal sound to it, 7 – 35 has an accordingly modal sound as well. 
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 The descent of the triplet figure in example 12 lands ultimately on what resembles 

the start of another miminalist venture.  This four-measure segment features only 5 notes 

that are extracted from the set 7-35.  This particular 5-note set, Forte’s 5-29, includes 

notes that give a distinctively modal flavor once again.  This time the modal flavor is 

unmistakably mixolydian.   The pitch C is the zero pitch, but Ab is the pitch of centricity, 

as it is placed in strong rhythmic locations and is reinforced by the sixteenth-note 

accompaniment provided by the low strings (see example 13). 

 This disparity between the zero pitch and the pitch of centricity continues 

throughout this section.  The Ab’s constantly sound in the bass voice through measure 97, 

but by that time, two other pitches have become the zero pitches.  In measure 84, Gb 

becomes the zero pitch, and by measure 88, D has become the zero pitch.  Despite the 

musical surface’s tranquil and rhythmically repetitious nature, an increasing amount of 

dissonance is generated between the pitch sets and the accompanying figures. 

As before, a pitch that is introduced as a zero pitch-in this case, D-becomes the pitch of 

centricity in the ensuing passage. Beginning in measure 101, after the soloist concludes 

the passage with a descent culminating on D, the note then is passed to the brass, 

woodwinds, and pitched percussion instruments (see example 14). 

 At measure 103, D is unmistakably felt as the pitch of centricity; it is the only 

note in all of the accompanying voices apart from those that have a melodic statement in 

this passage. The melodic statements themselves are of set 8 -21, which is the crotales 
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motive heard early in the movement (see example 4).  Here the melody is given to the 

trumpets, with the trombones emphasizing certain notes by playing longer notes.  This is 

again Schwantner’s “shared monody” idea heard by the accompanying woodwinds 

 

Example 13: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), measures 79 
– 101
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from earlier in the movement (see example 6, measure 11).  Just as the crotales motive 

was performed a second time down one whole – step, so it is performed again by the 

trumpets down one whole – step starting on pitch C, then again on pitch Bb in 114, on 

pitch Ab in 116, and its final statement on pitch Gb in 118.   

 The manner of the motive’s performance has been changed slightly in this 

passage from 103 – 120.  In its original form, the motive was designed in four sets of 

eighth – note triplets, but in these statements it is expanded to two – measure groups, one 

in 9/8 and the other in 5/8.  Also, there are no triplets to be found in these measures, but 

the groupings of notes are still in sets of three, given the 9/8 meter.  Schwantner’s choice 

of 9/8 meter is interesting here, since the accompaniment of the double bass, left hand 

piano, and timpani alternate octaves, a fact that belies the conventional compound triple 

nature of 9/8.  Taking the 9/8 and 5/8 as pairs, the accompaniment is perceived more as 

an over – the – bar 7/4, with seven pairs of octave D’s serving to drive each portion of 

this section forward. Even more interestingly is that the only voice that does portray the 

conventional feel of 9/8 meter is the harp (see example 14). 

The percussion soloist takes on a different role in these phrases, since the other 

instruments have been chosen to state the crotale motive from before, based on 

descending whole – steps. Returning to non – pitched instruments, the soloist performs 

rhythmic gestures that are reminiscent of the rising gestures heard in the opening 

measures of the movement.  Schwantner again uses tom – toms, bongos, and timbales to 

show the rising pitches that demarcate these gestures (see example 15). 

 



 47 

Example 14: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, measures 103 – 108 
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Example 15: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), measures 1- 
2 

 

measures 122 – 123 
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These newer rhythmic gestures, like only the harp part, serve to reinforce the printed 

meter.  It can be seen that each beat within the 9/8 measure is grouped and phrased 

according to the standard dotted quarter – note pulse.  The 5/8 measure adheres to 

common grouping practice as well.  There are fewer leaps in pitch differentiation in the 

soloist’s latter gesture, whereas the first gestures had the hands separated further between 

successive attacks. 

 The final section of this movement, beginning in measure 120, evinces 

recapitulatory events, though not exact repeats of prior motives. This musical example 

uses the two-piano version to allow for easier viewing of pitch content (see example 16 

below). Clearly, these statements resemble those of the bold opening of the Concerto. 

Orchestrational differences however have ramifications beyond mere instrumental 
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Example 16: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. I, 
measures 120 – 123 
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coloration. Whereas the opening fanfares contained 4 – note pitch sets, these sets contain 

seven notes, played simultaneously by the brass family.  Also, the pair of notes that are 
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sounded on the first beat of the measure are also present in the chords played by the brass 

on the upbeat of count one.  In the beginning, the downbeat notes were not the same 

pitches as those heard in the 4-note chord. 

 As for the pitches themselves, four of the seven notes resemble the chord from the 

opening statement; the chord from measure one was Eb-G-B-D, but here it has become 

Ab-C-E-G.  This is a transposition by a perfect fourth from the opening motive, but to 

this chord there are added three other notes: B-Eb-Bb.  Taken together, this seven – note 

structure is Forte’s 7-21, (0124589).  An obvious fact is that this seven – note set is a 

superset of the chord from the beginning, since it contains four notes that are merely 

transpositions of the opening 4-19 pitch set.  By looking at the prime order of this set, one 

can see the preponderance of half – steps as well as thirds.  The interval class vector of 

this pitch set is [424641], which shows the numerous types of intervals, but particularly 

major thirds, of which there are six. 

 As Schwantner demonstrated in the beginning of the movement, his desire to 

exploit the bountiful amount of thirds is strong. The second measure from example 15 

above contains five successive chords built from stacks of the thirds and fourths.  These 

chords are nearly identical in pitch content to the chords from measure 2, with the 

addition of one minor third at the top of the chord.  These seven-note chords form 7-z38 , 

which is a superset of 6-z19, the hexachordal set from measures two and four.  The 

appearance of 7-z38 is not incidental however.  Earlier in the movement, there was a 

brass chord stated in measure nine that contained an unexpected pitch (see example 6, 

measure 9).  The first two of the three rhythmic attacks state a six-note chord, 6-z19.  
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This six – note chord was somewhat expected, as it was the choice for all of the chords in 

measures two and four.  But on the third of the three attacks, Schwantner subtly adds 

another note, adding a seventh note to the hexachord.  This was the first appearance of 7 

– z38, which appears now with force at measure 121. 

 Forte’s 6-z19 makes another appearance at measure 123, stated again by the brass.  

In the parallel measure from the beginning of the movement, this measure holds a 

restatement of 4-19, forming a parallel relationship with measure two.  But there is no 

such restatement in this passage.  In this phrase, the chord was first 7-21, but is 6-z19 

here. These two sets are related however, as 6-z19 is a subset of 7-21.  Another difference 

is witnessed in measure 124, which is comparable to measure 121 from the example 

above.  Measure 121 shows a series of 7-z38 chords, while measure 124 now has a string 

of 7-z37 instead.  The relationship between 7-z38 and 7-z37 is that they both are 

supersets of 6-z19, the featured hexachord from this fanfare section. 

 Aside from pitch content, these two fanfare statements from opposite ends of the 

movement have another difference.  The phrase length when compared to the beginning 

is one measure longer than earlier.  The beginning is broken into a pair of two-measure 

phrases, but at the end the phrasing is a pair of three – measure phrases.  The additional 

measure is attributable to the solo percussionist’s interjections on non – pitched 

instruments (see measure 122 from example 16). 

 The final pitch set used by Schwantner in this movement is stated several times 

over the course of the final seven measures, to reinforce its importance: 
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 Example 17: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. I, measure 127 
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Amid recurring statements from the solo percussionist on drums, nearly the entire 

orchestra is devoted to playing this pitch set in near – unison rhythms, including sixteenth 

– note pairs (as seen in the example) in eighth – note triplet partials, and in duple eighth – 

note pairs.   

 The importance of this pitch set, 4 – 16, cannot be overstated. This particular set 

is a subset of all of the significant sets used in this piece: 6 – 33, 6 – z19, 7 – z37, 7 – z38, 

and 8 – 21.  Its prime form is (0157), showing its constituent half – step, perfect fourth, 

and perfect fifth components, all of which have been significant intervals under 

Schwantner’s manipulations in this movement. It is as if this conclusion is used to bring a 

sense of commonality to all of the various types of pitch sets used within the movement, 

and to provide a unifying link to what may have appeared to be irreconcilable sets. As 
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has been seen before, there is a discrepancy between the zero pitch of the prime from  and 

the pitch of centricity in this set.  The lowest sounding pitch in this chord is Fb, while the 

zero pitch of the set is Eb, demonstrating one final time that Schwantner makes attempts 

to establish pitches of focus without needing to be mindfully explicit of the prime form of 

the set. 

 The following table will serve to summarize the pitch sets used within this 

movement, with attention given to pitches of centricity, as well as the zero pitch of the 

prime form: 

 

Table 3.5: Summary of pitch sets from Movement I. 

 
(continued on next page) 

 

Measures Prime Order Forte’s Name Zero pitch Pitch of Centricity 

1 

3 
(01478) 5-22 

G 

A 
Ab 

2 

4 
(013478) 6-z19 

G, G#, C#, C, A 

A, Bb, Eb, D, B 
Bb 

5 – 8 (0123468T) 8-21 Eb B 

9 (013478) 6-z19 Eb B 

9 (0124578) 7 – z38 Eb B 

11 (0123468T) 8-21 C# B 

13 (013468T) 7-34 D# B 
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(continued from previous page) 

(continued on next page) 
 
 

 

18 - 20 (024579) 6 - 32 D F# (G) 

21 - 23 (023579) 6 - 33 G D (G) 

24 - 26 (013468) 6 – z24 C# E (G) 

27 - 29 (023579) 6 – 33 F D (G) 

30 - 32 (013468) 6 – z24 B Eb (G) 

33 (013468T) 7 - 34 B G 

36 (0123468T) 8 - 21 B G 

38 (0124578) 7 – z38 B G 

40 (0123468T) 8 - 21 A G 

42 - 44 (023579) 6 - 33 Ab Eb (Ab on repeat) 

45 - 47 (024579) 6 – 32 (7 – 35) Db F (Gb) 

48 - 50 (023579) 6 - 33 Gb Db (Gb) 

51 - 53 (013468) 6 – z24 C Eb (Gb) 

54 - 56 (023579) 6 - 33 Fb Db (Gb) 

57 - 59 (013468) 6 – z24 Bb Ebb (Gb) 

60 – 72 (024579) 6 – 33 (7 – 35) Gb Gb (C) 

73 - 74 (013568T) 7 - 35 C C 

75 - 83 (01368) 5 – 29 (6 – 33) C Ab 

84 - 87 (023579) 6 - 33 Gb Gb 
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(continued from previous page) 
 

  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

88 - 102 (013468T) 7 - 34 D Ab 

104 - 105 (0123468T) 8 - 21 F# D 

108 - 109 (013468T) 8 - 21 E D 

114 - 115 (0123468T) 8 – 21 D D 

116 - 117 (0123468T) 8 – 21 C D 

118 - 119 (0123468T) 8 – 21 Bb D 

120 (0124589) 7 - 21 G Ab 

121 (0124578) 7 - z38 G, G#, C#, C, A C# 

123 (013478) 6-z19 F F# 

124 (0134578) 7 - 37 C# C# 

126 – 132 (0157) 4 - 16 Eb Fb 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF MOVEMENT TWO 

The second movement of this concerto, nearly twice as long as the first 

movement, features several new pitch sets, instrumental groupings, textures, and a wider 

variety of instruments for the soloist.  Like the first movement, the opening statements 

reveal many features exploited in the movement (see example 18 below). Unlike the first 

movement, the first pitched motive that is heard is played not by the soloist, but is 

doubled by the piano.  The motive is stated three times in the example (see highlighted 

motives), but is stated shortly thereafter in measures eight and nine as well.  The 

instrumentation of the motive remains unvaried from one statement to another. 

 Schwantner’s phrasing of this opening section consists of three measures of  8/8 

followed by one measure of 5/8.  In each four – measure phrase, the solo vibraphone 

motive is stated at a new pitch level.  At first the motive’s zero pitch is C, then E in 

measure 5, followed by D in measure nine. In measures thirteen and fourteen, there is a 

rhythmically truncated version of the motive, with F as its zero pitch.  Thus, the motives 

form a small sequence of ascending thirds. 
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Example 18: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 1 - 5

 

 

Schwantner CONCERTO FOR PERCUSSION AND ORCHESTRA 
Copyright 2005 Schott Helicon Music Corporation 

All Rights Reserved 
 



 58 

 The set of pitches within this motive are, from bottom to top, Gb- G-C-Db.  This 

set includes all pitches within the soloist’s and pianist’s first measure.  There is a 

purposeful omission of the Ab and Eb played by the upper strings, which will be 

considered later. The statement of pitches highlights the perfect intervals contained 

therein: perfect fourths followed by perfect fifths.  However, the fact that these two 

interval pairings are in a half – step relationship to each other is highlighted by 

Schwantner’s selection of instruments.  The use of vibraphone for the soloist, coupled 

with the piano, permits a degree of sustain which allows the listener to hear the 

simultaneous existence of the openness of the fourths and fifths and the dissonance of the 

half – steps.  The vibraphone is to be performed while depressing the damper pedal, 

allowing the bars to freely ring.  This ensures that the performer understands the 

importance of the intervals’ interactions. 

 The second and third measures present the vibraphone’s motive in a more linear 

fashion.  Although the pairs of intervals are still presented in their perfect fourth pairs, 

they are given rhythmic life in measures two and three.  The repeated eighth – note 

rhythm creates an undulation that establishes the movement’s pulse.  In measure three, 

notes are added, creating a six – note pitch set containing Db-Eb-A-F#-G-C, which is 

Forte’s 6-30.  Set 4-9 from the beginning is a subset of 6-30, and what unifies these 

opening four – and six – note sets is the fact that the zero pitch from the normal order of 

both sets is the pitch C. 

 Following a restatement in measure four of the motive from measure 1, there is 

what appears to be another iteration of the same set in measure 5, although this time it is 
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transposed to the level of the pitch E.  There is a subtle difference between what appears 

to be the third statement of the motive and the first two.  Whereas in the first two 

statements Schwantner starts with the sound of perfect fourths followed by perfect fifths, 

here in measure five he reverses the processes and places the perfect fifths first, followed 

by the fourths. Another interesting fact is revealed in the movement’s introductory five 

measures.  If all pitches are considered within the opening part of this movement, every 

pitch from the chromatic scale is used except for pitch class 2, which is D. 

 The next phrase presents an important pitch set that has ramifications throughout 

the movement (see example 19). This example, taken from the two – piano version of the 

piece, shows the flute solo, characterized by triplet rhythms and quintuplet rhythms. The 

accompaniment remains the same: steady eighth – note pulsations, emphasizing the 

perfect fourth of the pitch set contained herein. For the first time, Schwantner introduces 

the eight-note pitch set labeled by Forte as 8-28, but what has more commonly been 

know as the octatonic scale. Featured quite prominently by Igor Stravinsky in his ballets 

L’Oiseau de feu, Petrouchka, and Le Sacre du Printemps, this scale is built from 

alternating half- and whole-steps.  It is possible to have an octatonic scale that starts with 

either a half- or a whole-step at the bottom, so it becomes important not only to specify 

what the “tonic” of the scale is, but whether the octatonic collection begins with a half – 

or a whole-step. With this taken into consideration, there are only four possible octatonic 

scales: one that starts on C and has a half-step at the bottom, one that starts on C and has 

a whole-step at the bottom, one that starts on Db and has a half-step at the bottom, and 

one that starts on Db and has a whole-step at the bottom.  Any attempts to derive other 
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octatonic collections will reveal that they are merely transpositions of these four germinal 

types. 

 

 

Example 19: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. II, 
measures 6 – 7 
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The prime form for octatonic scales is (0134679T) or (0235689E), depending on 

whether the collection being used contains the whole-step or half-step at the bottom.  In 

this particular example, the pitches of the octatonic collection are, when presented in 

prime form, Db-D-E-F-G-Ab-Bb-B (Cb).  It is interesting to note the intrinsic 

characteristics of the octatonic set that Schwantner exploits in this segment.  A glance at 

the interval vector (a description of the interval content within a pitch set) will illuminate 

this discussion. 
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 In any octatonic set, the interval vector is [448444], revealing a preponderance of 

nearly every interval class, particularly the minor third, of which there are eight.  Of 

course, there are four uses of every other interval.  In the music from measures five 

through eight (see above), Schwantner unveils his octatonic set first harmonically through 

the statement of the vibraphone motive in measure five and the harp, violin, and double – 

reed accompaniment in measures six and seven.  The flute solo in measures six and seven 

state the octatonic set in a linear fashion. 

 The third four-measure phrase again uses the vibraphone motive first, followed by 

another flute solo.  This time the solo has become a duet in octaves between the flute and 

the piccolo. The octatonic set is a different one, as all pitches in the solo lines are one 

whole-step lower, but the set itself, when placed into prime form, is built above D. Again, 

the octatonic set uses the half-step at the bottom, so the prime form is (0134679T).  

Although it may seem a trivial fact, these two octatonic collections, taken together, will 

contain the entire chromatic set of pitches.  Schwantner exploits this fact further as the 

movement develops. 

 As in the first movement Schwantner makes very subtle rhythmical references to 

pitch sets.  Here the rhythmic divisions of the flute solo (and later, the piccolo and flute 

duet) are 3 + 3 + 3 + 3 + 5 + 3 + 5 + 3.  Remembering that the octatonic collection is 

Forte’s  8-28, the summing of all rhythmic values to 28 cannot merely be a coincidence.  

The fact of the octatonic being eight pitches, with twenty-eight potential rhythmic 

subdivisions produces a noteworthy numerical association in this section. 
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 The following example is the almglocken motive, along with its rhythmic variant 

presented soon after: 

 

Example 20: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), Mvmt. II, 
measure 16 

 

 

measure 20: 

 

Schwantner CONCERTO FOR PERCUSSION AND ORCHESTRA 
Copyright 2005 Schott Helicon Music Corporation 

All Rights Reserved 
 

The octatonic set used here is the same as presented by the flute and piccolo duet in the 

preceding phrase, but here it is perhaps a clearer statement, since the rhythm is steady, 

and is reiterated twelve times: four without the thirty-second notes, eight times using the 

thirty-seconds. 

 Similarities with the texture of this section with the minimalist sections from the 

first movement are obvious.  The repetitive rhythm, with the continuous restatement of 

the octatonic set, is reminiscent of the three-measure phrases from the earlier movement, 
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which used modality instead.  A more obvious textural correlation is demonstrated in the 

following example: 

 

Example 21: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 22 – 24 
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This example is clearly related to the “shared monody” technique manifest in the first 

movement.  The upper woodwinds highlight certain notes of the almglocken’s “melody.” 
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Schwantner’s choice to use almglocken in this passage, instead of conventional cowbells, 

is vital here, as it allows the pitches of the octatonic set to come to life, especially when 

doubled in the winds and the right hand of the piano part. 

 Yet another correlation exists in regard to the direction of the phrase.  As in 

movement one, there is a gradual crescendo that takes place over the course of this long 

phrase.  Not only is this achieved simply through the soloist’s notated dynamic ascent, 

but also through the use of small swells within the brass family, which provide additional 

support for the long – term direction of the phrase.  Finally, Schwantner’s layering of 

voices into the texture, and the addition of subtle rhythmic complexity to the solo part, 

allows this phrase to build and connect to the next passage. 

 To further unify this movement with the first, Schwantner revisits other gestures 

from the opening of the piece.  Compare example 21 with example 2 from Chapter 2.  An 

obvious first comparison would include the fact that both statements are fanfare-like, 

performed here solely by the brass.  The percussion soloist performs unmeasured rapid 

strokes on drums, a resemblance to both the style and instrumentation used in the 

opening.  Perhaps even more significant is the pitch set choice.  The notes from the brass 

in this example form 6-z19, which is found as the featured set in measures two and four 

in the opening movement.  The inclusion of the E natural in the second measure of this 

example transforms 6-z19 into 7-z38.  Set 6-z19 is a subset of 7-z38, and this close 

relationship is exploited in measure 9 of the beginning (see example 6 from Chapter 3) as 

well as in the current example. 
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 The final measure of this example is also an allusion, this time to measures two 

and four of the first movement.  They are similar in the character of the performance, but 

they differ in pitch set and in construction.  Here Schwantner does not focus on the 

stacking of major or minor triads which are superposed at the level of the half – step, but 

rather they are stacks of perfect fourths in the current setting.  Also, the chords are not 

played in syncopated unison as they were in the first movement, but are played in 

alternation.  Thus this measure is an allusion to the ideas from movement one, but also 

one that exploits more of the intervals featured in the current movement. 

 

Example 22: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 28 - 31 
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 After this brief allusive passage, Schwantner returns to the octatonic scale once 

again, though replacing the almglocken with the vibraphone, which states a motive 

clearly derived from that of the almglocken: 

 

Example 23: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. II, 
measure 33 
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The similarities with the almglocken motive and its orchestral accompaniment are 

apparent.  The pitches form an octatonic scale, and certain pitches of the scale are 

highlighted in the upper woodwinds and piano.  Thus the “shared monody” idea for 
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which Schwantner is known reoccurs.  The swells in the brass return, but are doubled in 

the string family. 

There are notable differences, however. Here the octatonic collection is based on 

the pitch C, a collection that again uses a half – step at the bottom, thus creating the 

octatonic collection C – C# - D# - E – F# - G – A – Bb.  The pattern of note accentuation 

remains intact from the almglocken statement, but here all of the notes are played as 

thirty – seconds, instead of just selected pitches. 

 Since the composer starts with thirty – second notes, it allows him to rhythmically 

deconstruct the octatonic set.  Over the course of this nine –measure phrase, he removes 

the unaccented notes in two steps.  The last two measures of this phrase are thus only a 

skeleton of the original octatonic set used in this section.  To add to the deconstructive 

nature of this phrase, the composer begins at a fortissimo volume, and gradually fades out 

as the phrases finish.  This stands in opposition to the almglocken motive’s phrase, which 

begins softly and intensifies over its course. 

 Once the thirty-second note rhythms have completely been distilled from the 

texture, Schwantner extends the phrase further by playing only the notes that were 

originally accented on the vibraphone and crotales concurrently (see example 23).  These 

solitary pitches are echoed first by the first flute and violin, followed in the second half of 

the measure by the first clarinet and second violin.  The composer adds another non – 

octatonic note, however, as a grace note in each measure.  As if to signal a departure from 

his insistence on a certain scale, a Cb is added, but only to the first flute’s doubling of the 

vibraphone and crotales pitches. 
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 Schwantner, throughout this section from measures 33 – 46, uses the harp as a 

motor rhythm, playing on C’s (though interestingly notated as C’s alternating with B#’s) 

as sixteenth notes.  These repeated C’s serve to anchor the octatonic set in this section, as 

well as to bridge the former phrase to a brief restatement of the opening vibraphone 

motive in measure 47.  This return to C allows the composer to reiterate the four – note 

motive, which is also based on C, and again is Forte’s 4 – 9 (see example 23 below). 

 There are some small differences in this particular statement.  First, the soloist 

plays it on both the crotales and the vibraphone, which is a dualism the composer 

introduces in the preceding phrase.  Second, the composer’s ordering of intervals is 

slightly changed.  Whereas in the beginning he states perfect fourths followed by perfect 

fifths, thereby creating a sense of “opening,” Schwantner chooses the opposite: the soloist 

starts with fifths, followed by perfect fourths, creating an intervallic sense of “closing.” 

The piano, which is used to double the motive here, plays the motive in its original form. 

Perhaps this reversal of direction in the soloist’s part is used to signify the closing of this 

section of the piece.  
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Example 24: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 44 – 47 
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 The next passage in the movement is transitional, and the soloist is given the 

opportunity to play on an instrument already featured within the piece, but it is now 
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played in a somewhat unique way.  The concert bass drum, to this point, has served as the 

lowest drum in the array of battery used with frequency in the opening fanfares of the 

piece.  In the current setting, however, the instrument is used in a more soloistic style (see 

example 25). 

 This example is an outstanding demonstration of Schwantner’s knowledge of the 

nearly unlimited possibilities of creating new and interesting timbres with conventional 

instruments.  Where in measures 47 and 48 the instrument is played with mallets, at the 

end of measure 48 Schwantner introduces the sound of rute, simply a bound bundle of 

twigs.  Not an entirely new innovation, rute as a percussion implement was prominently 

featured in several of Gustav Mahler’s symphonies and symphonic songs. 

Here the percussionist is asked to sustain a roll figure with the rute while using both a 

standard beater (as in measure 47 - 49), and a wooden drum stick (as in measures 50 -52).   

 The coordinative demands placed on the percussionist are numerous. Not only 

must the percussionist play on all parts of the drum – the head, rim, and shell – but also 

must play overlapping roll figures which are to be accelerated, decelerated, and sustained, 

changing volumes in the hands, independent of each other. 
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Example 25: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), Mvmt. II, 
measures 45 - 53 
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 The passage in example 25 creates one of the most captivating textures in the 

piece, with its intentional rhythmic instability and echoing wooden sounds created by the 

bass drum’s rim and shell is accompanied by slowly shifting notes in the winds and 
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strings (see example 26).  The violin parts use pitches derived from the whole tone scale, 

and are presented in such a way as to outline many tritones over the course of this phrase.  

The composer’s choice to use the whole-tone scale in example 25 serves to underscore 

the unstable nature of this phrase, since the tritone is generally considered to be one of 

the most  unstable intervals in western music.  Also, the whole-tone scale structure is 

such that it can seem as if to wander with no pitch goals, a perfect choice for this section 

of the concerto. 

 Whereas the violin melodies are utilizing the whole - tone scale, the remaining 

parts use a portion of the chromatic scale. Since the whole-tone scale uses only whole-

steps for its structure, the chromatic uses of half-steps, and their simultaneous use is an 

interesting choice for contrast.  As mentioned above, the whole-tone scale is presented 

featuring the interval of the tritone.  In the lower voices, the chromatic scale uses 

principally half – steps within a given voice, but when viewed harmonically, the 

composer builds many fourths, fifths, and tritones to create harmonic elements that 

almost belie the half-step quality of the chromatic scale.  The two scales, separated 

primarily by register, are also restricted to triple-based rhythms (as in the violin melodies) 

and duple-based rhythms (as in the low strings and winds). 
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Example 26: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 48 – 52 
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The closing portion of this transitional section marks a return to the undulating 

eighth notes heard from measures two and three of this movement. However, rather than 

using the same pitch set as heard at the beginning, the composer chooses a more 

frequently used set, 6-z19, which has been featured already in this movement and in the 

first movement. Although the prime form reveals that this particular set is built from Eb, 

the sustained notes from the low strings make the section center over E natural instead, 

creating an additional tension to the placidity of the melodic surface that features the 

sound of two triangles, bowed crotales, and light cymbal scrapes. Another example of set 

6-z19 is found in the crotale melody, doubled by the right hand of the piano in measures 

55-57.  The pitches of this melody are Eb-Cb-Bb-G-Gb.  The only pitch that would be 

needed to make this the six-note set is E natural, which, although it is not located in the 

melody, is heard as a drone well beneath this melody in the contrabass. 

 The chromatic scale, already alluded to a few times in the movement, comes to 

the foreground in measure 59 in this statement by the percussion soloist: 

 

Example 27: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), Mvmt. II, 
measure 59 
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All twelve notes are present in this measure, but Schwantner’s presentation of the notes is 

significant.  Taken as three groups of four notes, each four – note set is an iteration of set 

4 – 9, one of the featured sets from the beginning of the movement.  The prime forms of 

each of the four – note sets would yield E, then D, then C, demonstrating a stepping down 

of the zero pitches of each set.  Another importance to this presentation is that, once 

again, the perfect fourth and perfect fifth are featured intervals.  Successively, the 

intervals between pairs of notes are fourth – fifth – fourth – fifth – fourth – fourth. 

           The centerpiece of this movement begins in measure 60, where the chromatic 

scale, boldly introduced by the crotales and piano in the previous example, is now 

presented contrapuntally by the violins: 

 

Example 28: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 60 – 67 
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The second violin part shows a clear descent through the chromatic scale, with only two 

departures from its half-step falling: once to a Db in measure 60, and once to a G in 

measure 63.  Moreover, these could be considered “extra” notes, since there are other 

Db’s and G’s stated in this part (see the first G in measure 60, and the second Db in 

measure 63). However these two notes, which are the only two interruptions to the 

chromatic decline serve a more subtle purpose.  The first violin part (see example 26) 

contains all twelve notes of the chromatic scale except for G and Db.  This creates a 

subtle dependence of the first violin part on the second violin, i.e., the first part requires 

the second part for its completion.  Thus, although these two parts are presented in 

rhythmic opposition to each other – as contrapuntal writing implies – there is an inter-

weaving which necessitates this coexistence, since either voice would lack completion if 

presented by itself. 

         This section of the movement contains eight statements of these two entwined 

chromatic lines.  As with all long phrases in this work, Schwantner is able to achieve 

variety and direction through constant modifications of instrumentation and rhythm. The 

second statement of these lines inverts the instruments used; the second violin plays what 

the first violin had, though now down one octave, while the first violin plays the second 

violin’s part up one octave from its first statement.  The third time, the viola is added, as 

well as a splitting of the second violin part.  Gradually the lower strings are added, 

playing either the first violin’s original statement, or the countermelody performed first 

by the second violin. 
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          Other changes are added as well.  Upon each repetition, the tempo is slowly 

increased, beginning at 56 beats per minute, culminating at the eighth repetition at 96 

beats per minute.  The addition of the percussion soloist at the fourth iteration allows the 

composer to add an extra layer of rhythmic vitality.  Playing a two – measure rhythmic 

phrase, the bass drum provides a rhythmic counterpoint to the stable chromatic lines of 

the strings.  The soloist’s bass drum motive evolves in the following manner: 

 

Example 29: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), Mvmt. II, 
measures 84 -85 

 

 
 

measures 94 - 95 
 

 
 
 

measures  106 - 107 
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Gradually, the bass drum’s rhythms become slightly more complex.  Starting with 

partials of half – note triplets, the second step adds a roll while executing the same basic 

rhythm, and finishes with the same rhythm, though with an added triplet partial.   

 Interestingly, the phrases become larger as well, and the changes of phrase are 

marked by the bass drum’s evolution. The phrase length prior to the entrance of the bass 

drum is eight measures, and this length is repeated three times.  When the bass drum 

enters, the phrases are ten measures (using the first rhythm illustrated in example 27, m. 

84-85), twelve measures, (using the second rhythm from above), fourteen measures 

(using the third rhythm in example 27, m. 94-95), then finally 10 measures (using the 

third rhythm in example 27, m. 106-107 with an added tremolo). 

 The final statement of the phrase, from measures 120-130 of this section involves 

the brass section, which had been silent since measure 54.  When they enter here at 120, 

the first trumpet and first trombone perform a remarkable variation of the chromatic 

scale: 

 

Example 30: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. II, measures 120 – 129 
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 This final layer to the contrapuntal fabric is yet another example of both the 

chromatic scale (as in the first three measures of the example) as well as the simultaneous 

use of perfect fourths, one of the defining intervals of the movement. Additionally, each 

measure taken individually is a statement of set 4-9.  Even more noteworthy is that the 

first three measures state set 4-9 in the order that it is presented as the vibraphone motive 

at the beginning of the movement.  Thus, this trumpet and trombone statement is a linear 

version of the set featured by the vibraphone. 

 As the phrase progresses, the twelve-note set is reiterated, but with a relevant 

difference.  The first three measures are played in order upon repetition, but the pitches 

within the measure are played in reverse order.  Therefore, the notes in the fourth 

measure are the same as those in the first measure, but backwards.  This holds true when 

comparing the fifth measure with the second as well as the sixth with the third.  The last 

four measures of the example are two – measure restatements of measures 124-125. 

 Upon finishing this large section of the movement, Schwantner’s introduction of 

new music is completed. Beginning in measure 130, the succeeding phrases are exact 

duplications of measures 28-47.  Gradually, over softly ebbing sustained whole notes in 

the strings, and repeated C’s in the harp, the soloist states for a final time the opening 

motive of the movement, featuring the perfect fourths and fifths so frequently used in 

various guises throughout the second movement. 

 The second movement, perhaps even more than the first, offers a good sampling 

of Schwantner’s adeptness to various harmonic and melodic styles, and his depth of 

knowledge of percussion techniques.  His predilection for ringing sounds has abundant 
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representation throughout this middle movement.  Frequently, he will use the ringing of 

cymbals and gongs to bridge measures and phrases, as in measures 1-2 (see example 18).  

There are no examples in this movement that require the soloist to mute any instrument.  

The closest example of staccato playing would be in the thirty – second note passage 

from measures 33 – 41, played on the vibraphone.  The gradual inclusion of rests within 

the stream of notes implies a cessation of sound, the recurrent C’s of the harp provide a 

sense of constant sound. 

An additional example of ringing sounds are in the use of the water gong, an 

instrument used from measures 9-12, as well as a brief roll in measure 67.  One last 

unique ringing sound in the instrument lies in Schwantner’s provocative use of bass drum 

(see example 24).  Although the soloist is asked to use wooden implements, thereby 

implying a more staccato attack sound on the drums, a legato effect is desired.  

Schwantner asks this through the use of rapid single strokes with both the rute and the 

wooden stick.  The legato effect is achieved not only through the attacks themselves, but 

also through the echoing of the attacks within the shell of the drum. The overall sonic 

effect of this passage is one of an eerie timelessness created through the use of both 

whole-tone versus semi-tone accompaniment, and the dichotomous rapid attacks of 

wooden sticks with echoing membrane. 

Since Schwantner dedicates this work to the memory of his close friend and 

colleague Stephen Albert, there is an obvious emotional association that the composer 

wishes to capture.  Perhaps this second movement captures this affect the most 

successfully, as there are many moments within that require great sensitivity not only 
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from the percussion soloist, but also from the ensemble.  From the opening undulations of 

eighth notes, to the flute solos, to the tense contrapuntal lines accompanied by the ever – 

increasing intensity of the bass drum’s heartbeat, this middle movement stands as an 

architectural centerpiece around which the outer two movements stand.  Schwantner 

almost magically captures a sweetness in his pitch collections here, despite their inherent 

dissonances.   
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CHAPTER 5 
 

ANALYSIS OF MOVEMENT III 

 

 Out of the resonance of ringing crotales and triangles, the third movement of this 

concerto begins its softly insistent, though irregular, rhythm.  With octave figures 

reminiscent of the first movement, the strings provide an ostinato that is at once both 

regular and irregular on a single pitch class, C (see example 31). It is evident from the 

dearth of pitch content and from the dynamic restraint that this section is premonitory, to 

establish the foundation for something to come.   

 The phrasing of this section is four measures of 5/8 plus one measure of 4/4.  This 

phrase cycle remains unchanged until measure 73, apart from a brief two - measure 

interjection in measures 61 and 62.  The striking of cymbals and chimes assists with 

establishing the periodicity of this phrase, marking the first beat of the first, third, and 

fifth measures of the five-measure phrase.  Schwantner’s use of string pizzicato allows 

the listener to grasp the internal subdivisions, and the 5/8 measures are typically grouped 

into sets of three plus two eighth notes.  The establishing of the meter’s irregularity is 

somewhat obfuscated by the alternation of octaves within the bowed strings’ measures, 

whose regular alternation of pairs of eighth notes seems to imply a more regular meter, 

perhaps 5/4.   In this opening blanket of rhythm, Schwantner establishes a mild conflict 

of pulse, using the coexistence of the two meters. 
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 New pitches are added to the texture at measure 11, though at a nearly 

undetectable volume that gradually two other notes to the pitch set: C# and F#.  Thus, 

Schwantner reaffirms his penchant for perfect fourth and perfect fifths, whose “open 

quality” is coupled with a biting dissonance when the four pitches – C – C# - F# – G are 

taken as a tetrachord. The C is the zero pitch for this rendering of set 4 – 9 . 

 

Example 31: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. III, measures 1 - 11 
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 The purpose of this opening statement in example 29 becomes clear as the soloist 

takes the musical lead with an improvisatory solo.  Of the two improvised sections in this 

movement, this one is particulary interesting in the choice of instrument.  The shekere, an 

instrument indigenous to Africa, has close associations to the folkloric music of that 

continent.  In light of that fact, it is noteworthy for Schwantner to have transplanted this 

instrument into an orchestral context where it would not commonly be found.  However, 

coupled with a regular rhythm performed on the claves and tom - toms, Schwantner’s 

tribal allusion begins to come into focus, and the strings’ pitch regularity and the winds’ 

sustained tones meld into a backdrop against the connotative ethnicity of the shekere 

solo.  

 The repeated C naturals accompanying the solo shift to F#’s in measure 19, 

creating a melodic tritone, an interval that figures prominently in this concluding 

movement.  The two four – note sets used to this point have been 4-9, which is used in 

the second movement, and 4-8, which is closely related to 4-9. By viewing their interval 

class vectors, the subtle difference between these sets can be clearly seen.  4-9’s vector is 

[200022], and 4-8’s is [200121].  Neither set contains any major seconds or minor thirds, 

and set 4-8 has only one major third.  Each set includes two perfect fourths and one or 

two perfect fifths, a fact which must have contributed to Schwantner’s choice. 

 The pitch set exposed below is presented to allow the clarity of the intervals to be 

heard by the listener: 
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Example 32: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. III, 
measures 29 – 30 
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These successive sets are presented as a break in the improvised solo, so that they can be 

heard clearly, with the intervals presented in a linear fashion so as to render them 

apparent.  

This two-measure fragment also serves to link the section with F# centricity with 

the next section, that has D as its center.  The piano is added to the rhythmic ostinato 

consisting only of D’s, while the strings remain the principal accompanying voices.  

Schwantner adds woodblocks in measure 26, to provide an added level of rhythmic 

interest beneath the continuing shekere solo.  As the solo continues, long notes are again 

heard beneath the solo, this time D-Eb-Ab-A is the set.  This is yet another version of set 

4-9, with D as the zero pitch.  This phrase parallels the one heard earlier that had C as the 

zero pitch from measures 11-18.   

The final segment of this improvised section shows the reiterated pitches shifting, 

again at the level of the tritone up to Ab’s.  This is yet another parallel to the prior 

repeated pitches that had moved from C up to F#.  This phrase is given direction through 
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the use of increased levels of rhythmic density in the accompanying woodblocks, which 

gradually add notes to the syncopated rhythm.  As the phrase finishes, the woodblocks 

accompany the shekere solo with a stream of sixteenths. 

The two-measure link shown in example 30 is stated once again at measures 61-

62. Just as the accompanying pitch sets in this second half of the solo have shifted up a 

whole step, this figure is also stated identically with its first note as Ab instead of the Gb 

(F#) as before.  Taken as a complete phrase, this shekere solo can be broken into halves, 

with the second half being identical in pitch sets, though transposed up one whole step to 

lead into the next large section. 

The phrasing of the marimba solo beginning at measure 63 is identical to that of 

the beginning of the movement, though the metric organization becomes much clearer 

(see example 33).  The string (and percussion, upon repeat) accompaniment clearly 

outlines the three plus two grouping that exists within the 5/8 measures of the five-

measure phrases. Schwantner’s choice of pitches for the soloist yields what is by now a 

very common six-note pitch set, 6-z19.  Heard as early as the second measure of the first 

movement, Schwantner further depicts the intervallic and triadic implications within this 

set. 

In the bass clef of the solo part, Schwantner outlines an Ab minor triad, while 

concurrently using a G minor triad in the other hand.  Knowing that 6-z19 has three 

minor thirds and four major thirds, the choice of writing these as triads whose notes are 

one half – step separated from each other beautifully illustrates this hexachordal set.  This 
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particular hexachord has G as its zero pitch, and it is a logical choice since the prior two – 

measure fragment used Ab as its pitch of focus. 

 

Example 33: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. III, measures 63 –67 
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The end of the third and fifth measures of this five – measure phrase has additional notes.  

If these “new” notes are added to the hexachordal set, it makes an 11 note set, a 
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collection missing only an E natural to complete the chromatic scale.  However, there is 

an E natural played on the first beat of the first measure of the phrase in the cello (shown 

in example 31) and in the piano, bass clarinet, and bassoon (not shown).  Thus, for the 

first time since the second movement, the composer has used purely chromatic elements.  

As the repeat is taken, however, the E naturals are not to be played, as instructed in the 

score. 

 Whereas the preceding phrase featured two minor triads played concurrently in 

the marimba part, the solo part from 73 – 76 features F major triads in the treble clef part 

and Gb minor in the left hand (see Example 34).   Once again, this features an 

interlocking triad structure, as both triads share an A natural, which is the major third of 

the F triad, and it is the minor third of the Gb minor triad.   

 

Example 34: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. III 
measures 73 -74 
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Though the collection of pitches here is closely related to 6-z19 -only a Bb would be 

necessary-instead, Schwantner, as in the preceding musical example, adds notes to the 

hexarchordal set.  In this example, the first measure yields the set 8 – 26, while the 
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second measure forms a 10-note collection that has no Forte name, since all sets larger 

than nine notes are considered trivial in terms of their ability to form subsets simply 

because there would be too many to be noteworthy.  Clearly another possible explanation 

is necessary to rationalize the pitches in these sets. 

 Viewing each staff of the solo marimba line separately shows that the top staff in 

example 32 uses predominantly perfect fifths alternating with a single pitch that forms a 

major third within the perfect fifth.  In the first measure, an F major triad is built, and in 

the second measure’s final four eighth notes, an Eb major triad is built.  In the bottom 

staff, minor triads (spelled enharmonically) are featured, and the second measure’s Ab to 

Cb eighth notes imply an Ab minor triad.  It is implied simply because the Eb has already 

been taken by the right hand.  The remaining pitches of these measures fall at the end of 

the first measure.  Although these notes do not form vertical triads like the others, they 

are notes that fall within the set of pitches.   

 The G natural and the A natural, the two notes that form the major triad in the 

right hand, are the problematic notes in terms of pitch collecting.  If these two notes were 

removed from the measures, set 7-35 is formed.  Set 7-35 has already been stated in the 

first movement (see example 12), and is essentially a modal scale.  Minus the A and G, 

the notes form a scale: F-Gb-Ab-Bb-C-Db-Eb, as in the right hand.  In conventional 

harmonic terms, this is the Phrygian mode, characterized by the half - step between the 

first and second notes.  Schwantner utilizes modal pitch sets in the first movement, 

specifically in the minimalist sections. Here, however, the modality is obscured with the 

inclusion of two pitches that give these phrases a sound that is both major and minor. 
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 A more consistent pitch collection can be gathered from the marimba phrase that 

follows (see example 35). This phrase features a seven - note pitch set, presented three 

times in 9/8 meter, then three times in 8/8 meter.  Although the meter shifts, the pitch sets 

do not vary, despite the removal of one eighth – note from the meter.  Each set is a 

version of 7-14, another set that has within its interval vector five perfect fourths, an 

obvious preference for Schwantner within the piece. These perfect fourths are clearly 

presented, particularly in the descent of the melodic line, but also as the second and third 

notes of the measure.  The zero pitch of this collection is F, a fact obscured by its 

placement at the second eighth note of the measure.  As the pitch set repeats, its 

transpositions are at the level of the major third.  Thus the zero pitch of the second 

measure is C#, followed by A in the third.  The final three measures, as mentioned, 

reproduce these exact pitch sets, but one octave lower than in the first half of the phrase. 
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Example 35: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (solo percussion part), Mvmt. III, 
measures 77  - 82 
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The accompaniment to the last three measures is provided by the upper 

woodwinds.  As seen on several occasions within the piece, the “shared monody” texture 

is used yet again, and it exploits the interval of the perfect fourth.  While the marimba 

solo uses this interval melodically, the accompanimental woodwinds play the fourths as 

diads,  in longer rhythmic values that allow the listener to fully grasp the presence of this 

featured interval. 

 Measures 83-102 are a transposition of measures 63-82, at the level of the tritone, 

and measures 103-116 are identical to 63-76, except performed one octave higher in the 

solo part.  The phrase at measure 103 is repeated three times, with new voices added for 

the second and third time through the section. The string parts add another level of 

rhythmic vitality to the section; during the initial statement of this phrase, the strings use 

simple pulse-defining elements.  Since the meter is 5/8, the strings use dotted quarter 
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notes alternating with quarter notes to establish the irregularity of the asymmetrical 

meter.  At 103, the strings are given pairs of sixteenth notes, whose placement is similar 

to the original statement, i.e., on the first and fourth eighth notes. The brass family is 

saved for the final time through the section, to give the phrase momentum into the next 

phrase. 

 Just as the preceding phrase is a repeat of earlier material, so is the statement from 

113 – 116, with minor alterations.  The pitches are again transposed up one octave, and 

the rhythm has been mildly modified. Schwantner adds two eighth notes to the measures 

so that there are no quarter notes alternating with eighths.  Here there are only eighth 

notes, creating a steady stream of rhythm punctuated by accents.  As this section is also 

repeated, the composer has the brass section play only the second time through the 

phrase. 

 The brass entrance in this last phrase leads to a fanfare – like statement at measure 

117.  Coupled with a tempo change, this brass statement consists of several stacks of 

perfect fourths, here seen from the two – piano edition to highlight the pitches: 

 

Example 36: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra (two – piano version), Mvmt. III, 
measure 117 
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This gesture, coupled with the sustained notes in the strings, closely resembles the 

statement from the beginning of the piece, though in this case the rhythm is continuously 

restated in the brass. 

 Throughout the piece, Schwantner has frequently reused pitch sets and textures 

that serve as unifying elements for the piece as a whole.  The long passage to follow is no 

exception, as it is clearly derived (and sometimes copied) from the first movement (see 

example 37).  Of all pitch sets used throughout this piece, none is more prevalent that 6-

z19.  Not only is it stated itself, but it also contains subsets that are also employed.  

However, Schwantner has demonstrated a tendency to add “wrong” notes to sets that the 

listener has been accustomed to hearing, and at measures 118-120, there is an example of 

this.  The pitches as presented are Ab-G-Db-E-Eb-D, a set that, without the D, is 6-z19 

with C as the zero pitch.  This hexachordal set is also used in the accompanying pair of 

sixteenth notes in the brass and strings.  These accompanying notes form two minor 

triads – Db and C – whose notes are all one half – step apart.   
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Example 37: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. III, measures 139 – 142 
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The most exploited feature of the 6-z19 set is its ability to generate either major or minor 

triads, but to have the notes lose their traditional harmonic sound by having the other 

triad performed simultaneously at the interval of a half – step above or below. 

 The soloist’s marimba part is also reminiscent of the minimalist section from 

movement one, whose pitch sets are always hexachordal.  The shape of the melodic line 

is quite similar as well. Here, the pitch sets are comparable, though not identical, but the 

pitch sets within the current meters create a different meta-rhythm when compared to the 

three-pulsed 6/4 from the first movement.  Meta rhythm refers to the rate at which sets of 

pitches change, not on a beat-by-beat basis, but in a larger sense. In measures 118-119 the 

recurrent 8/8 creates four large pulses (considering the half note as a pulse) per two 

measures. 

 From the viewpoint of pitch content, the phrases from 121-133 use either 5-29 or 

5-30.  A minor difference distinguishes these sets from one another.  Set 5-29 has 

(01368) as its prime form, and set 5-30 has (01468).  The use of either “3” or “4” is the 

choice between the major or minor third above the zero pitch, which is always C in this 

long phrase that ends in measure 133.  The shifting between the two types of thirds is 

equivalent to a modal shift, similar to a shift between a minor and major key. 

 The five-measure phrase from 134-138 is an exact repetition of the music from 

the first movement, measures 84 – 88.  After this literal repetition, Schwantner uses the 

same pitch set from measures 139 – 142 that he chose in the first movement, measures 

88-102, except he re-orders the presentation of the pitches (see example 38).  Whereas in 

the first movement he starts on the pitch Gb, here in the final movement he starts on Eb, 
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while using the same pitch set, Forte’s 7-34.  This phrase signals the return of other 

elements from earlier as well.  The cello and double bass are using the “over-the-barline” 

rhythmic ostinato prominently featured with the shekere solo toward the beginning of the 

third movement.  The French horns, piccolo, harp, and upper strings allude to the fanfare 

at the beginning of the piece.  Schwantner’s intent in this section is to juxtapose elements 

from different movements, signaling the closing of the work. 

 Measures 143-160 are similar in that there is a recurrence of musical elements 

from earlier in the piece.  The soloist executes the same gestures on the drums as in the 

first movement, but with one important difference: the rhythms are played in a 

descending fashion in the third movement, i.e., the rhythms move from high drums to low 

drums.  It is as if the composer “answers” the rhythms from the first movement by going 

from high to low, which gives the rhythms an added sense of finality. Additionally, the 

accompanying parts are transposed.  The similar section to this is in measures 103-119 of 

the first movement. Pitch set 8-21 is used again here in the concluding movement, but the 

zero pitches of the sets have been changed, moving from Ab (measures 154-155) to Gb 

(156-157) to E (158-160).  When compared to the first movement’s parallel section, the 

current sets are one whole-step higher. 
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Example 38: Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra, Mvmt. III, measures 139 – 142 
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The piece closes with an extended cadenza on non - pitched instruments (drums, 

cymbals, gongs, etc…) followed by an exact repeat of music from the ending of the first 

movement.  With identical pitch sets, orchestration, and soloist rhythms, the verbatim 

repetition gives the listener a sense of closure to the work filled with a multiplicity of 

styles, textures, and orchestrational nuances that have become the hallmark of this 

composer’s work at the close of the twentieth century. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

SUMMARY AND OBSERVATIONS 

 

 Schwantner’s compositional style is so diverse that it is impossible to encapsulate 

his music within a single system; there is no one  “ism” that could be applied to this 

music, neither just serialism, nor minimalism, nor primitivism.  Instead, most scholars 

evaluating and analyzing this music apply the term “pluralist” to Schwantner and his 

music, as within one piece there will be many styles used.  Even within a given 

movement, there may be strands of minimalist gestures, followed instantly by primitivist 

rhythms. 

 The Concerto for Percussion and Orchestra reflects this multiplicity of styles, 

and it is within the host of percussion instruments where a composer like Schwantner can 

select instruments to suit all of his compositional purposes. The first movement alternates 

between two basic ideas: one fanfare – like section featuring the soloist on a battery of 

drums in a dialogue with the brass, as well as a melodic crotale statement; the second 

idea being a minimalist texture that uses the marimba to carry the soloist’s gestures.  This 

movement reflects dichotomous abilities a percussionist must possess, with the sensitivity 

to blend and balance with woodwinds, and with the sheer brutality required to effectively 

deliver the drums’ gestures against a brass declamation. 

 Schwantner’s adeptness in many musical languages allows him to elicit many 

moods throughout this work.  For example, in the minimalist sections of the first 
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movement, the music remains mostly static.  From both the standpoint of melody and 

harmony, there is very little forward motion.  Rather, the listener is required to be 

suspended in the totality of the pitch content without need for any such motion.  

Schwantner achieves this through using modal hexachords with accented pitches.  

However, when moving from one hexachordal set to the next, there is very little variety 

in the overall content or register of the pitches; thus, the music hovers rather than travels.  

This type of writing stands in stark contrast to the brutal fanfares surrounding the 

minimalist sections.  Using drum exclamations coupled with brass dissonances, this 

music drives the listener powerfully onward. 

 Schwantner’s affinity for textural nuance is clearly reminiscent of the 

impressionist philosophy of the earlier part of the twentieth century.  Impressionism, as 

exemplified by Debussy and Ravel, was in part a reaction to the second Viennese school 

of serial composition.  Using triads outside of the context of conventional harmony, these 

impressionists would use techniques like planing to paint abstract musical pictures.  In 

this Concerto, Schwantner’s use of triads in example 2 is clearly linked to the 

impressionist’s conceptions of non-functional chords that move in parallel motion.  

Another aspect of impressionism is the unprecedented attraction to new orchestrational 

possibilities to exploit their abstract musical thoughts.  The percussion family’s potential 

came to fruition within the impressionist’s vision, and Schwantner continues in this 

tradition with this concerto. 

 The pitch sets within the first movement are mostly consistent; although different 

in size, mostly they are sub- or super-sets of each other.  The final set of the first 
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movement, 4-16, is a subset of nearly every other larger set within the movement.  It is 

almost as if, instead of starting with this germinal pitch set, Schwantner chose to leave 

this “missing link” until the end of the movement, as a sort of resolution for the various 

sets that came before.  Sets 6-z19, 6-33, and 8-21 are the most frequently used sets here.  

Set 6-z19 is noteworthy since it is featured throughout the other two movements as well.  

Set 6-33, also featured throughout the rest of the work, is significant because it brings 

with it a modal flavor, a mode that shifts depending upon which pitches are placed in 

metrically strong positions.  This set proliferates the minimalist sections, which is a 

perfect compositional choice for Schwantner.  Minimalist music is not known for music 

that is harmonically or melodically progressive.  Using a pitch set that can shift its 

emphasized pitches, thereby reinforcing a modal ambiguity, is a perfect match for this 

type of section.  Pitch set 8-21, used initially in the crotale motive, is a set that uses a 

cluster of half – steps followed by successive whole steps toward the top of the set.  It can 

almost be considered a blend of the chromatic scale with a whole-tone scale.  Its prime 

order is (0123468T), so it is easy to see this configuration. 

 It is interesting to note, however, that with all of these pitch sets, Schwantner 

almost always presents them within triadic configurations. Set 8-21 from example 5 

shows that the first triplet outlines a B major triad, whose major quality is thereafter 

enshrouded in the rest of the pitch set.  The opening set of the piece is a stack of thirds: 

Eb-G-B-D, which can be viewed as an augmented triad (Eb-G-B) with a major  
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triad (G-B-D).  It can be seen that although these sets contain common triadic 

components, Schwantner’s use and manipulation of them illuminates them within a 

completely new context. 

 The general form of the second movement is A-B-A’.  The A sections feature 

many ringing sounds from the soloist, like crotales, vibraphone, triangles, water gong, 

two triangles, etc.  In contrast to the first movement’s brutal rhythmic energy, this middle 

movement moves quite slowly-72 beats per minute-in a state of almost rhythmic stasis.  

Only a few voices produce rhythmic motion in the form of eighth notes.  The pitched 

instruments in the soloist’s arsenal are the almglocken (a set of tuned cowbells) and the 

vibraphone.  Once again, these instruments are used to produce repetitive figures using 

almost exclusively sixteenth notes or thirty-second notes.  The sections featuring these 

two instruments are quasi-minimalist in structure as well, with the accompanying voice 

entering and exiting the musical texture nearly unnoticed. 

 The centerpiece of the second movement (and therefore, of the entire work) is 

from measures 60-130.  These phrases feature the bass drum producing heartbeat – like 

rhythms that increase slightly in rhythmic complexity, but whose long-term crescendo 

increases the intensity in a highly dramatic fashion.  The accompanying strings follow in 

this pattern, using increasingly contrapuntal lines coupled with a crescendo that matches 

that of the bass drum’s heartbeat. 

 An interesting feature of the second movement is its mirror – like structure.  

Standing reflectively around the middle section (described above) are sections that are 

presented in reverse order following the middle of the movement when compared with  
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the presentation from the beginning.  Thus the movement ends as it began, with the 

ringing of vibraphone, crotales, and triangles. 

 From the standpoint of pitches and pitch sets, those chosen for the second 

movement echo the composer’s predilection for sounds that linger in the hall.  Perfect 

fourths and fifths predominate the opening motives, and set 4-9 is an embodiment of 

these intervals. Set 8-28 is also used for the flute solo, almglocken motive, and 

vibraphone motives.  This eight-note pitch set is a superset of 4-9, so the relationship to 

the opening motive is clearly outlined.  

 The third movement contains the most formal sections, starting with a shekere 

cadenza, a most unusual choice for the composer, especially within a clearly western 

European tradition.  Christopher Lamb, the percussionist for whom the concerto was 

written, was an outstanding shekere player, and it is solely for that reason that this 

instrument was chosen for the solo at the beginning of this final movement.  The 

amplified marimba makes a return in this final movement, but this time the writing is 

more chordal and less linear than in the first movement, particularly from measures 63-

117.  However, there is a return to linear playing, similar to the first movement in 

measures 118-143, a section used to recapitulate the texture heard earlier in the piece. To 

finish the work, the drum figurations heard at the beginning of the piece return at the end.  

All of the recurring styles, sometimes allusions and sometimes verbatim reappearances, 

unify the piece and serve to provide the listeners with a good balance of new material 

with old, to allow them to keep their place within the structures of the movement and the 

piece as a whole.  Schwantner’s unique ability to shift styles within the piece is permitted 
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through the technique of pitch set manipulation; he is able to choose a given pitch set, 

then to extract from the pitch set those notes or intervals that are able to convey the 

intended emotional content of a section, whether it be minimalist, serialist, etc....  Many 

of the same pitch sets were used throughout this work, but were couched in different 

musical contexts, allowing the listener to hear the pitch sets is a new light. 

 All of these different musical contexts reflect the pluralist nature of Schwantner’s 

composition. Utilizing sections of minimalism, modality, serialism, and impressionism, 

the sections of the movements sometimes flow and sometimes change abruptly.  In fact, 

these changes in style often define the forms themselves. It is not possible to label this 

concerto with any single label, only to acknowledge the evident plurality of the different 

sections that are used to evoke different musical effects. 

 It is obvious that Joseph Schwantner is fully “at home” in his composing for 

percussion.  This work has demonstrated his deep knowledge of the seemingly infinite 

array of instruments, as well as advanced techniques on these instruments.  For the 

percussionist, this work is a major addition to the repertoire from a composer of such 

international reknown.  The meshing of Schwantner’s multiple styles with percussion’s 

boundless timbral possibilities has created a work that will stand as one of the major 

piece of percussion literature for decades to come. 
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