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Introduction 

 The emancipation of pitch that marks much of the Western Classical music written since the first decade 

of the 20th century suggests that composers’ interest shifted away from the particular collections of pitches and 

towards gesture, rhythm, form, and timbre. One could argue that regardless of the actual sounding notes in the 

famous chords of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, hearing that intense, relentless rhythm always manifests the same 

experience. Simply put, pitches no longer matter (as much). However, our analytical techniques for approaching 

music from the 20th and 21st centuries concern themselves primarily with pitch and harmony. Especially in the 

undergraduate classroom, the use of set theory via Straus, Forte, and even Elliot Carter (and his fascinating 

Harmony Book) does little more than provide students with a thorough labeling system that may or may not 

provide any performative guidance. Furthermore, this toolbox, although rigorously outfitted with every 

imaginable size of wrench, bit, and clamp, still only applies to a relatively small part of the Western Canon’s 

objects: the Second Viennese School and their serialist progeny.1 For undergraduates who show interest in 

music of the last 70 years, their usual “gateway styles” are minimalism, neo-Romanticism,2 and electronic music 

– not Boulez, Dallapiccola, Babbitt, or Webern. Similarly, because of the devolution of stylistic homogeneity at 

the beginning of the 20th century, analytical models rarely have the luxury of a massive data-set through which 

                                                           
1
 It is important to note, for what it is worth, that the author adores this music and the study thereof. 

2
 Of course, many of the compositional techniques of Neo-Romanticism derive from the tonal era, and so normal analytical 

techniques generally suffice. Accordingly, theoretical approaches to this style will not be discussed in this paper. 



statistical norms regarding pitch, rhythm, form, or timbre can be established.3 This is despite the existence of 

some well-defined “styles” like minimalism or serialism, which only suggest normative compositional behaviors. 

Accordingly, our responsibility as music theory pedagogues lies in developing the tools for undergraduate 

students to approach the music they already love in an empowered, musically sophisticated way.  

Overall, this paper will be expanding on Danner’s 1991 JMTP article titled “A Phenomenological 

Approach for Teaching 20th-Century Music Analysis,” where he develops an analysis technique based on gestalt 

principles to parse through a piece by Charles Ives. The model of this expansion will borrow significantly from 

William Duckworth’s fantastic book 20/20 – 20 New Sounds of the 20th Century. In this book, Duckworth 

presents 20 vignettes on pieces from the 20th century as a way of answering the two questions he is often asked: 

“Where do I begin?” and “Where do I go now?” His approach to these answers is not an analytical one – it is a 

non-technical, musicological one. He gets to the essence of each piece (from Debussy to Cage to Riley to Monk) 

by contextualizing the musical history around the work, describing the aesthetic style of the piece, and 

augmenting this information with quotes from composers, performers, producers, and critics. In telling how the 

music came to be, the reader is better prepared to understand why the music sounds the way it does.  

The Gestalt-first approach that Danner lays out provides a more rigorous – but still highly flexible and 

non-determinative – analytical approach to understanding 20th–century music. Essentially, Danner develops a 

labeling method to give symbolic structure to what Duckworth describes in poetic terms. In particular, the 

power of Danner’s method is that it allows students and instructors to create ad-hoc analysis frameworks that 

concern themselves entirely with the piece at hand and its stylistic nearest-neighbors. Furthermore, this 

approach encourages advanced undergraduate students to look for analytical ways into a piece, marrying the 

theoretical understanding of a piece to the student’s performative “I want to play this piece because I like it” 

drive. We begin with a general step-by-step outline on how to approach this kind of analysis, followed by its 

                                                           
3
 As opposed to Sonata Theory, for instance, which concerns itself with identifying deformations of a particular piece’s 

structure relative to the whole history of sonatas. This gives the analyst the ability to compare pieces between (and within) 
composers’ outputs, and the performer the option to derive interpretive practice from exploiting the deformations.  



demonstration through a few preliminary case-studies. Importantly, exhaustive analysis and understanding is 

not the goal of this kind of approach. Each piece is different and each student looks for something different in 

each piece. Instead, this is a way-in to, not only a more theoretical understanding of the music, but a more 

sophisticated possible interpretation of a piece’s performance. 

Patterns, atternsP, tternsPa, ternsPat, ernsPatt, rnsPatte, nsPatter, sPattern, Patterns, atternsP, tternsPa, ternsPat, ernsPatt, rnsPatte, 

 Because this analytical approach uses pattern recognition informed by specific gestalt principles to 

develop the analysis, we must first set out how to find and use these principles. The beginning of any analysis of 

music from the 20th and 21st centuries – especially with undergraduate students – must include some historical 

context framing the composer’s general style, the work’s nearest stylistic neighbors, and any important paratext 

situating the work’s style and extra-musical meanings. We see this used to great effect in Duckworth’s book on 

20th century music, where the entire text – what is propositioned as being at least somewhat pedagogical – is 

entirely concerned with historical context and devoid of all substantive analytical methods. This serves the 

double purpose of providing the students with important information about why the work is the way it is, and 

helps get the students over the ever-present obstacle of the perceived inaccessibility of much new music. This 

also serves the important task of presenting to the students exigent and usually vital performance practice 

approaches. Generally, knowing why a piece exists and how it goes, is paramount when learning how to group 

its elements, reductively approach its structure, and understand the meanings of its score (especially with scores 

using non-traditional performance techniques).  

 Once a context is developed, students should approach the work using a two-step method. First, a 

General Sensorial Approach, based primarily on listening and score following, where students make initial 

judgments of the piece’s structure, content, and discourse – essentially learning what the piece does.4 After the 

                                                           
4
 The first part of this approach, the General Sensorial Analysis, was developed in practice during a presentation on the 

basic principles of this paper in a graduate Music Theory Pedagogy class at Temple University. The piece used was Claus-



General Sensorial Analysis, the methodology Danner outlines where students label groupings based on Gestalt 

principles serves to develop a more ‘fleshed-out’ analysis. Specifically, Danner adopts a labeling scheme that is 

relatively open to interpretation, based on general principles of cohesion and segregation.  

Primary Factors in Determining Cohesion and Segregation 

● Proximity – Either in frequency/pitch, or temporal space. Two sounds that happen in the same register 

or at the same time are considered to be a group, whereas two sounds that are separated by a large 

interval of frequency or time are considered segregated in different groups. 

● Similarity – Where similar gestures, timbres, rhythms, etc. produce cohesion.  

Secondary Factors in Determining Cohesion and Segregation 

● Intensity – This is defined as the tendency for an accented sound (a variation of magnitude in some 

parameter) to be heard at the beginning of a grouping. 

● Repetition – If any parameter is repeated, then this alone may produce a division in the perceptual unit. 

● Objective Set – This is defined as expectations or anticipations arising during a musical experience that 

are produced by previous events occurring within the same piece.  

● Subjective Set – This is defined as expectations or anticipations arising during a musical experience that 

are the result of experiences previously experienced in the particular piece of music now being 

considered. Essentially, every piece creates its own set of expectations, and the Subjective Set is a way of 

identifying a Clang in one part of a piece as being a Clang because of what the piece has already 

presented as far as gestures, groupings, etc.  

● Registration – This is defined as the general registration (SATB, low-mid-high, etc.) playing a key role in 

associating certain musical elements together. This is similar to the proximity label, but can work over 

longer temporal spans.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                         
Steffen Manhkopf’s Kammerminiatur (1995), which is also presented in this paper as a case study. More on the success of 
this experiment can be found in Case Study 1 – Mahnkopf’s Kammerminiatur. 



When a grouping is identified by a combination of the above factors, it is called a Clang, and noted with a capital 

C and the number Clang it is (e.g. C:1, C:2, … C:17). The following labels in the Table below are then used to note 

why that Clang is identified as such.  

Symbol Name Meaning 

P Proximity When a grouping is determined by proximity, it is labeled with a P 

S Similarity When a grouping is determined by similarity, it is labeled with an S 

Secondary Factor Labels, used to explain a primary label 

i Intensity When intensity is the secondary factor for an S or P grouping 

r Repetition When repetition is the secondary factor for an S or P grouping 

o.s Objective Set When the music suggests an objective set as the reason for S or P grouping 

s.s. Subjective Set When the music suggests a subjective set for S or P grouping 

reg. Registration When the music suggests a registration set for S or P grouping (added by 

current author) 

Additional Qualifiers further specifying a grouping (this list can be expanded depending on the music) 

p.c. Pitch If Pitch is the main focus of the Gestalt (e.g. a chorale where rhythm is set) 

l Loudness If the loudness of a particular element is the focus 

t Timbre If a specific timbre is heard as connecting some elements 

d Duration If the duration of a grouping is unusual relative to its surroundings 

t.den Temporal Density Busy vs. calm music, texture, etc. 

v.den Vertical Density When thick or thin orchestrations are the grouping mechanism 

Table 1 - Gestalt Labeling Parameters 

Case Studies 
 

A few case studies will examine different ways of applying the methodology outlined above. The music 

chosen for each case study represents different styles that generally “fail” standard analytical techniques 

outlined in the prevailing pedagogical models – essentially, these are pieces that resist a quick way in via pitch-

based analysis techniques like Set Theory, modal scale identification, etc. Accordingly, each piece interacts 

differently with the general methodology, but still reveals significant musical details quickly and in a way that 

undergraduates can synthesize.  



Case Study 1 – Mahnkopf’s Kammerminiatur 

Claus-Steffen Mahnkopf’s 1995 piece Kammerminiatur is a relatively obscure piece of a genre called 

European New Complexity. The score is intimidatingly dense, with multiple layers of voices, gestures, and 

rhythms piled atop one another over three piano staves. The entire piece lasts little over a minute, making it an 

excellent work to quickly apply the procedures above to give serious meaning and insight into this rich, 

obfuscating piece. Importantly, during a presentation of the outline of this paper, this piece was used as an 

example with a class of graduate students in a Music Theory Pedagogy course to explore the first step in 

learning contemporary music: General Sensorial Analysis. The graduate students who participated in the 

presentation have a diverse educational background (composer, jazz researcher, K-12 music education 

specialist, music theorist, and the professor of the class), but few (aside from the professor) had any serious 

background in contemporary music.  The steps taken in what became an interactive presentation will be 

presented below as a potential guide for how this system might work in the classroom setting.  

Steps of General Sensorial Analysis 

The general form of this approach comes from the argument made in Edward T. Cone’s 1989 article 

“Three Ways of Reading a Detective Story – or a Brahms Intermezzo” where he suggests that rehearing a work 

illuminates new connections with the music. The presentation of the piece, and the analysis that followed, was 

structured in a listen-look-question-analyze-repeat format.  

1. First Listening: 

a. I first introduced the piece by handing out a copy of the score (found in Appendix 1.1) and 

projecting the score via the YouTube video that follows a score timed with a recording.5 

b. We then listened to the piece once through and I asked a few general questions about the 

class’ experience, such as: Are there any significant kinds of “sections” in this piece? Are 

there certain kinds of repeated gestures that stick out to you?  
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 The video for this piece can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1muQpBbeqk  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1muQpBbeqk


c. I then posited what, for this piece, is a central ‘fact’ to breaking open an analysis of the 

work: “In this piece, pitch does not matter.” 6 This was contextualized with a very brief 

discussion of the historical markers of “New Complexity” (e.g. rhythmic and timbral 

complexity, hyper-specific notation, registration and gesture-contour as the primary pitch-

based compositional interests, etc.). (Toop 1988) 

2. Second Listening: 

a. Knowing now, in simple terms, the vernacular of the work – as well as an important 

analytical tip – we listened to the piece with score again.  

b. After the piece concluded, we listed together what we thought the four or five main 

gestural sections of the piece might be. These included: 

i. The two-hand block chords (identified with long ties). 

ii. The very fast, repeated note passages. 

iii. The very fast scalar passages. 

iv. The loud “melody” passages (connected by the large beam at the bottom). 

v. The fast right hand chordal passages.  

c. We then labeled these elements by circling them on the projected score.  

3. Initial Assessment: 

a. At this point, the class was asked if they felt they had a better understanding of the piece. 

After their initial reactions at seeing the score (ranging from laughter to exasperated 

swearing), they all reported that the score was: 

i. Much less intimidating – by just taking the time to look at the various musical 

objects in the score with a focused attention. 

ii. Structurally clear – by identifying how certain gestures are distributed. 

iii. Interesting – which, for a piece of New Complexity in front of skeptical graduate 

students with little background or context to contemporary music, is a fairly big 

accomplishment for these first listenings. 
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 Of course, though, Mahnkopf would disagree with this statement. (Mahnkopf n.d.)  However, for an initial analysis, finding 

the ‘voices’ in his polyphony is itself a significant analytical success. Michael Finnissy said in an interview with Richard Toop 
that in a particular piano work the piece “…systematically uses all the notes of the keyboard as rapidly as it possibly can. But 
within that, some subsections of that material are fully chromatic, some are all white notes, and more rarely, some are all 
black.” (Toop 1988) This is one of many examples that frame the “pitch does not matter (at first)” argument when analyzing 
pieces of New Complexity. 



Applying Danner to Mahnkopf 
 

 Applying Danner’s gestalt-labeling analysis system to the Kammerminiatur is a very useful tool to quickly 

distill the complexity of the score. In the application of this system, a pedagogical approach involving a reductive 

analysis would be a helpful tool. After labeling the musical elements discovered in the General Sensorial 

Analysis, charting them as separate layers quickly clears the fog imposed by the dense notational system and 

sonic assault. A completed analysis of the score can be found in Appendix 1.2,7 and the chart below in Table 2 

provides a parametric mapping of Clangs based on the five originally detected types of gestures (see the General 

Sensorial Analysis, 2.b.i – v), and a few others discovered in the more detailed analysis. The purpose behind 

developing a parametrical chart of the phenomenological analysis is two-fold:  

1) It gives students a kind of decision-tree structure to interact with that helps guide their decision-making 

through the extent of the analysis. For instance, in the analysis in Appendix 1.2, a decision was made to treat the 

grace-note figurations (C9:P) as phenomenologically similar to the previous scalar passages (C7:P) by color-

coding them both yellow. The color-coding system is utilized here as a way to communicate the parametric 

categories back onto the score for the sake of analytical consistency. This decision, though, to group these as 

parametrically similar was made, in part, because when filling in Table 2 below, the appearance of the new 

grace-note materials forced the analyst to compare their phenomenological similarities (instead of their 

notational differences).  

2) The essential properties and relationships of the form, structure, and distribution of gestures, emerges in a 

parametric chart quite clearly. This is especially useful when considering a score that is so notationally dense.  
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 For a more detailed explanation on how to apply Danner’s labels in a musical analysis, his own article serves as a fantastic, 

step-by-step guide.  



 

Block Chords 
(Blue) 

Fast Chords 
(Burgundy)  

“Melody” 
(Purple) 

Block Chords 
(Green) 

Repeated Notes 
(Orange) 

Scales 
(Yellow) 

C
1

:S, v.d
en

 / (ffff) Le
n

gth
 o

f p
ie

ce
 

  C2:P,p.c.,t.den / 
(ff) Short 

C
3

:S,v.d
e

n
,i / (fff) Len

gth
 o

f p
iece

 

 C4:P,i,v.den / 
(mf) Short 

  

 C2:P,p.c.,t.den / 
(mp) Short 

  C6:S,r,t.den / (p-fff) 
Long 

C7:P / (p-fff) 
Long 

    C8:P,r,t.den, i / (fff) 
Very Short 

C9:P / (ffp) 
Long 

  C10:S,v.den, i 
/ (ff) Short 

   

  C11:S,s.s. / (ff) 
Short 

 C12:S,s.s. / (p-ff) 
Long 

 

  C13:S,s.s. / (ff) 
Short 

 C14:S,s.s. / (f) 
Short 

 

C15:S,s.s. / 
(ffffz) Instant 

    C16;P,s.s.  / 
(p-f) Short 

C17:S,s.s.  / 
(mp) Instant 

C18:P,s.s. / (p-
ff) Short 

  C19:S,s.s. / (p-ff) 
Short 

C20:P,s.s. / 
(p-ff) Short 

    C21:S,s.s. / (p-ff) 
Very Short 

C22:P,s.s. / 
(p-ff) Long 

     C23:P,s.s. /  
(mp-mf) Long 

     C24:P,s.s. /  
(mp) Short 

    C25:S,s.s. / (mf) 
Long 

 

 C26:P,s.s. / (ff) 
Short 

   C27:P,s.s.  / 
(pp-ff) Short 

     C28:P,s.s.  / 
(p-mf) Short 

    C29:S,s.s. / (f) 
Very Short 

 

C30:S,s.s.  / 
(fff) Instant 

    C31:P,s.s. / 
(mp-ff) Short 

    C32:S,s.s. / (<fff) 
Short 

 

C33:S,s.s.  / 
(sfffz) Instant 

     

Table 2 - Parametric Chart for Mahnkopf's Kammerminiatur. Each cell contains a new Clang with  
additional information about the dynamic of the Clang and the relative duration. 

 

To build and read Table 2, one must simply fill in each cell, left-to-right with each Clang label that is 

appropriate for the column. If the next Clang belongs in a column to the left of the current Clang, then the 

analyst simply moves down a row. The gestural arc of this piece is made apparent by this process, as one can 

observe by inspecting the move from Fast Chords to Repeated Notes and Scales. The interaction between these 



two gestural elements becomes the primary discourse of the work, while the Block Chords and “Melody” 

immediately establish their own identity and continue, unabated, throughout the work. From this, two primary 

layers reveal themselves: the counterpoint between the Block Chords and the “Melody,” and the counterpoint 

between the Repeated Notes and the Scales. Of course, both of these counterpoints are commented upon by 

the rare emergence of block chord- and melody-like material (C10, C11, C13, C15, C17, C30, and C33). 

Additionally, three primary sections begin to emerge: Section I starting from the beginning and going until C16; 

Section II running from C17 until C25 (especially as C17 and C18 mirror the opening); and Section III running 

from C26 through the end (in part because inspection of the score reveals a Block Chord contained in C1 

sounding immediately before C26, again mirroring the opening).  

Why Mahnkopf? 
  

 Although the analysis above reveals structure, gestural identities, and a general sense of the work’s 

contrapuntal character (despite refusing to concern itself with pitch), discerning a reasonable performance 

practice for this piece in the undergraduate classroom might still seem a bit far-fetched. It is unlikely that a 

student in an undergraduate classroom will be capable of tackling the incredibly demanding virtuosity of this 

piece – even at the finest of conservatories. However, if an undergraduate music theory class can come to terms 

with a work like this in a reasonably thorough analytical sense, then the terror-inspiring works of The New 

Complexity may be transformed into the thrilling, simple (as Finnassy would argue), and compelling variations 

on maximal counterpoint that they are. And although this may seem more like the objective of a contemporary 

music evangelist, musicologist, or detailed program note, few places are better meant to demystify unknown 

musical languages than the music theory classroom. 

  



Case Study 2 – Philip Glass’s  

 For Glass’s Music in Similar Motion, we will develop a lesson plan for teaching an analysis of this piece 

which includes in-class performance. An important effort, generally, in this paper is to illuminate possible 

interpretative decisions via the analysis, and the Glass is an exemplary pedagogical option for in-class 

performance experimentation.  

Lesson Plan Part 1 – A Bit of History 
 

  For this lesson plan, the suggested score for Music in Similar Motion is the one published by Chester 

Music titled Philip Glass – First Classics 1968-1969. This edition is suggested for a number of reasons, most 

notably the excellent introductory historical notes for the collection (which also includes 1+1, Two Pages, Music 

in Fifths, and Music in Contrary Motion), as well as the detailed performance notes for each piece, suggested 

discography, and clearly engraved notation.8 Starting the lesson with this score and the ready-made historical 

context provided by the introductory notes should do enough to contextualize this work for analysis and in-class 

performance. However, additional resources, including some excellent interviews online with Glass discussing 

his music, compositional practice, and others discussing the tenants of minimalism would do no harm in 

augmenting the historical component of this lesson plan. Depending on the length of the class, it is perhaps best 

to have the students coming to class having read about minimalism and Glass, so that the primary historical part 

of the lesson can be articulated in a brief, “flipped classroom” setup with the students leading a discussion on 

minimalism and Glass.   

Lesson Plan Part 2 – The General Sensorial Analysis  
 

 A discussion of performance practice, especially regarding these works by Glass where any 

instrumentation is allowed, segues neatly into a discussion on what matters in an analysis of this kind of music. 

                                                           
8 A scanned copy from this edition of Music in Similar Motion is found in Appendix 2.1. 



Along these lines, not listening to the piece first might prove to be a particularly valuable tool in addressing the 

parameters of analytical importance. With just the score in hand, asking the students if pitch, harmony, or 

rhythm matter should encourage them to observe carefully what Music in Similar Motion really consists of. The 

instructor may begin with the following (simulated) line of inquiry:9 

● Q: “What key is this piece in?” A: “G-minor!” 

● Q: “Does the harmony change?” A: “Maybe not? No…? No!” (Despite the leading question, 

undergraduates are probably reluctant to trust their initial observations, especially with rather alien 

music.) Once the class acknowledges the harmonic homogeneity of the piece, the instructor should 

follow on by tying this fact into the bigger idea of what minimalism was to Glass in the late-1960s.  

● Q: “Is there a cadence?” A: “No, the harmony doesn’t change!” Q: “Can we try singing through the first 

four ‘measures’?” A: “Sure!” At this point, two things will hopefully begin to crystalize in the class room: 

o First, this music is simple – and in being so, it is an interesting object to perform and analyze. 

o Secondly, the elements of this music that we hear as giving it direction are subtle and nuanced.  

● Q: “Great sight-singing! Now that we’ve heard it, did we feel something like a cadence? If so, where did 

we hear it?” A: “Yes, at the end of measure 3, it felt like the harmony kind of changed, like there was 

something going into the downbeat of measure 4….” 

● Q: “So, does the harmony change at all?” A: “Yes, sort of! It all looks like a G-minor natural minor scale, 

but the last two notes of measures 3 and 4 both feel like a changed harmony, maybe Bb major?” 

● Q: “Great, yes, there is a subtle perturbation of the harmonic homogeneity! Other than the note F being 

the lowest note of each measure, what else makes the end of the measure feel cadential, or feel 

directional?” A: “The rhythm?” 

● Q: “Not really the rhythm, because the whole piece is a single flow of eighth notes – but the meter is 

constantly shifting. That’s why the notes are grouped the way they are. From measure 3 onwards, every 

section ends with a two-note group with F in the bass on the first note. Seeing this, what might we 

consider to be the analytically important elements of the piece to consider?” A: “The meter! …. the 

other notes in the melody…? How long each section is!”  

● Statement: “Great! Just looking at those elements, we should be able to chart out the form of Music in 

Similar Motion, and from that chart, we should be able to make some thoughtful decisions about how to 

perform this work!” 
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 The parallels between this section and the “pedagogical methodology” of Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum are not lost on this 

author, although the excruciating pretense of the Fux is eagerly left in the past (hopefully). 



 

At the end of this line of inquiry, without listening to an exigent recording (which one could avoid to not bias 

the students’ performance practice decision-making), the class should collectively make a chart where these 

elements are measured and collated. The organization of the chart will be devised using principles from 

Danner’s analytical methods. 

Lesson Plan Part 3 – Danner on Glass – Or, a Different Kind of Rigor? 
 

 Due to the simplicity of the score, applying Danner’s analytical method to it directly would likely yield a 

single Clang, C1:S,r. However, filling in the data in Table 3 with the class enables a more efficient view of the 

gestural discourse throughout the piece. The chart’s columns simply count various aspects of each section: the 

number of voices participating, the metrical beaming patterns, and the total number of eighth-notes in each 

section. The decision to use these variables comes from how a phenomenological listening would group what is 

heard. Metrical collections of two-, three-, or four-note groups account for the primary phenomenological 

experience. Accordingly, on one level, an analysis would take each beamed group as a Clang. In this reading, the 

first section would be labeled C1:P,i, C2:P,i, and C3:P,i. The tedium of this analytical approach is not only 

objectively inappropriate, but it is also a sure-fire way to alienate a class of undergraduates.  On a larger level, if 

a Clang corresponded to each section, the only differentiating factors would be how many voices are sounding, 

whether or not there is a cadential two-note figure at the end, and the duration of the section. Again, this seems 

like an unnecessarily tedious undertaking.  

 Instead, the analysis should use Danner’s gestalt-based analysis approach to develop in class an ad hoc 

analytical technique that captures the essence of Glass’s work. Table 3 already takes a step in this direction, and 

could lead to a discussion with the class on what other musical elements might be at play in the piece. For 

instance, the contour of each beamed group might prove to be an interesting way of delineating intra-sectional 

patterns that will further inform a performance practice. The final column of Table 3 tracks the contour of each 

beamed group with “+” and “-“ signs.   



No. Vox # Meter  – repeats: |##|x# Length  Contour Δ-Contour 

1 2 2 3 3  8 ++-  1 

2 2 2 3 3 3  11 +++-  2 

3 2 2 3 3 3 2 2  15 +++-++ 4 

4 2 3 3 2 3 2 2  15 ++--++ 2 

5 2 3 3 2 3 2 2  15 +--++ 1 

6 3 3 2 3 2 2  12 +--++ 1 

7 3 3 3 3 2 3 2 2  18 +-+--++ 1 

8 3 3 3 3 2 3 2 3 2 2  23 +-+-+--++ 1 

9 3 3 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 2  27 +-+-++--++ 2 

10 3 3 3 3 2 4 3 3 2 3 2 2  30 +-+-+++--++ 3 

11 3 3 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2  32 +-+-++++--++ 4 

12 4 3 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2  32 +-+-++++--++ 4 

13 4 3 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 3 3 2 2  35 +-+-++++---++ 3 

14 4 3 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 3 2 2  39 +-+-++++---+-++ 3 

15 4 3 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2  41 +-+-++++---+--++ 2 

16 4 3 2 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2  35 +-++++---+--++ 2 

17 4 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2  30 ++++---+--++  2 

18 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2  26 +++---+--++  1 

19 4 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2  23 ++---+--++ 0 

20 4 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 2  21 +---+--++ -1 

21 4 3 2 3 2 3 2 2  17 +--- -++ -1 

22 4 3 2 2 3 2 2  14 +--- -++ -1 

23 4 3 2 3 2 2  12 +--++ 1 

24 4 3 2 3 2 2  12 +--++ 1 

25 4 3 2 3 | 2 2 | x 2  16 +--|++|x2  3 

26 4 3 2 3 | 2 2 | x 4  24 +--|++|x4  7 

27 4 3 2 3 | 2 2 | x 8  40 +--|++|x8  15 

28 4 3 2 3 | 2 2 | x 16 72 +--|++|x16  31 

29 4 2 2  4 ++ 2 

30 4 2 2 2  6 +++ 3 

31 4 2 2 2 2  8 ++++ 4 

32 4 2 2 2 2 2 2  12 ++++++ 6 

33 4 2 2 2 2 2 2  12 ++++++ 6 

34 4 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2  32 ++++++++++++++++ 16 
Table 3 - Analysis of meter, length, and contour in Philip Glass's Music in Similar Motion. 

Lesson Plan Part 4 – Performance! 
 

 With the analysis present in Table 3 now at the class’s disposal, the questions surrounding how to 

perform this work in a musically meaningful way come to the fore. The collection the students are using for the 

score already has a significant amount of performance instructions at hand. For instance, both dynamics and 

repetitions of each section (including, for sections 25 – 28, repetitions of the already-indicated repeated bars) 



are left solely up to the performers. Instrumentation is also left to the performers, and it will usually be a diverse 

mix of instrumental combinations in a typical undergraduate music theory classroom. 10 To develop a musically 

meaningful interpretation of Music in Similar Motion, the class should be led in a decision-making process where 

– based on the size of the class and available instrumentation – who plays when is pre-determined. Similarly, 

deciding on how many times to repeat each section should be the central question in creating a performance-

version of this work. How might these decisions be made based on the analysis the class has already done? 

Perhaps sections that are relatively contour-neutral or descending (like sections 5 – 8, and 18 – 24) should be 

repeated more than sections that are contour-rising.  Perhaps only woodwinds play on sections with odd-

number durations, while strings and singers only participate on even-numbered durations. Perhaps each 

section’s dynamic is inversely proportional to its duration – leading to a performance that starts loud, 

diminuendos over a long period to section 15 (pppp), crescendos and diminuendos again to section 28, subito 

ffff in section 29, and then fades away to the end. Perhaps odd-numbered sections are repeated an even 

number of times, so the entire piece is metrically divisible by two. Perhaps the final two-note figures that end 

every section from 3 onward are subito f, while the rest is soft – or vice-versa.  

Still somewhat arbitrary, these kinds of musical decisions are at least coherent throughout the work, and 

are decisions the class can make together. And, when contextualized with recordings of exigent performances or 

interactions with professional interpreters of the work, this initial – analysis-based interpretation – can be 

refined, better understood, and made even more musical. 

  

                                                           
10

 This author has performed this piece as a vocalist. In this situation, a special performance practice was put into place, 

allowing the various vocal parts to rest at their leisure/necessity, as well as transition between lines to rest parts of each 
singer’s range. The performance also included piano, strings, and woodwinds – including the wonderful Tim Munro who 
also directed the performance, which was part of the 2017 New Music on the Point Summer Festival.  



Conclusions 

The purpose of this paper is two-fold: first, to articulate an argument on why teaching other analysis 

techniques for contemporary music can empower undergraduate music theory students to approach music they 

hear, perform, and commission in a more rigorous, thoughtful way. Second, it is to demonstrate through two 

case studies how these generalized analytical models might be applied to two very different pieces of 

contemporary music. In each case, the analysis process has a general order: first the history, then the General 

Sensorial Analysis (looking, listening, feeling-out, etc.), and finally a more rigorous analysis informed by a 

methodology codified by Danner.  As is apparent in the Glass example, Danner’s methodology in a strict use is 

quite poorly suited to address the unique musical elements of the minimalist style. In contrast, it was extremely 

powerful in untying the complex net of layers in the Mahnkopf score – revealing a dense tapestry of simple 

elements. In both cases, the gestalt-first approach that informs Danner’s work informed an analytical strategy 

that successfully opened a meaningful window into interpreting and understanding these works. Most 

important, in neither case was a thorough analysis of the pitch material required to discover the essential 

compositional nature of the music. Informally, I welcome new interpretations of this method. Let’s try to break 

through the wall of obfuscation that contemporary music is hidden behind – I plan to!  
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C2:P, p.c.,t.den 

C4:P,i,v.den 

C3:S,v.den,i (this label applies to all of the ‘melody’  

line, which throughout is defined by the beaming.) 

C5:P, p.c.,t.den 

C6:S, r, t.den 

C1:S, v.den (All of the chords like this 

are grouped in the same label. They are circled 

for ease of reading, but not replabeled.) C8:P, r, t.den, i 

C10:S,v.den,i 

 

C11:S, s.s. 

 

C12:S, s.s. 

C14:S, s.s. C13:S, s.s. 

 

C15:S, s.s 



 

C17:S, s.s 
C18:P, s.s. 

C19:S, s.s. 

C21:S, s.s. 

C25:S, s.s. 

C26:P, s.s. 

C29:S, s.s. C30:S, s.s 

C32:S, s.s. 

C33:S, s.s 




























