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Example 1.6: Piano chords C, A, D, mm. 31-46, Fourier Balances and Lewin Graph 
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entirely new voicing as chord G, and another turn toward chromaticism in m. 81 with chord H, 

which can be regarded at once as both a fuzzy octatonic hexachord and a fuzzy chromatic cluster 

(shown in Example 1.2).  

 

Example 1.7: Piano chords E-H, mm. 74-82, Fourier Balances and Lewin Graph 
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As noted in the Introduction, an aspect of Feldman’s harmonic choices that the Fourier 

Balance measurements do not capture, but that is highly perceptually significant, is the manner in 

which temporal ordering and registral spacing of pitches influence a listener’s perception of 

chord quality. Piano chords in mm. 1-82 are arpeggiated upward, either partially or entirely, and 

a listener is arguably inclined to perceive subsets of a chord most clearly toward the start of an 

arpeggiation, before all pitches have sounded. Example 1.8 shows the spacing and temporal 

ordering of chords A, B, C, D, and G. The near-octatonicism of chord A is made especially 

obvious by the fact that, as shown, the five of its six pitches that belong to Oct0,1 are both 

registrally and temporally adjacent, with pitch class 8 sounded as a registral and temporal 

“outlier” – a fact that makes the increases in octatonic force brought by the addition of pitch 

classes {0,1} (mm. 1-3} and pitch class 9 (mm. 13, 17) all the more salient, as the strings’  

pitches are attacked together with the start of the piano’s arpeggiations. Chords B and C, despite 

also being fuzzy Oct0,1 collections, do not project their octatonicism quite as strongly, given that 

their Oct0,1 pitches are split registrally and temporally around pitch class 8 (B) or sounded 

simultaneously with it (C). Chord D contrasts strongly with the preceding chords not only by 

virtue of its increased chromatic content but because of the “clustered” spacing that highlights 

this intense chromaticism. The hexachord that forms chords A and G can be understood not only 

as a fuzzy octatonic collection, but, as shown, also as a fuzzy diatonic pentachord, with a sixth 

“intrusive” chomatic pitch. The arpeggiation of chord G groups these diatonic pitches together, 

leaving pc 7 as a registral and temporal outlier; what makes this chord sound so striking in 

context, in addition to its expansion of the piano’s established registral space and the passage of 

increased harmonic rhythm in which it is heard, is the fact that it projects a collectional quality 

not heard previously in the work.  
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Example 1.8: Piano chords A, B, C, D, and G: spacing and temporal ordering of pitches 
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Example 1.8 cont’d. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The retention and releasing of pitches in fixed registers shared between chords, and the 

relationship to underlying pitch class retention and rotation, is crucial to the opening’s 

fluctuating sense of harmonic stasis and motion. Example 1.9 shows chords A through G in their 

original form in the uppermost staff, and broken into three “layers” in the lower three staves. The  

first layer (white noteheads) shows those pitches in the chord above it that have occurred in the 

same register in one or more previous chords; the second layer (black noteheads) shows pitch 

classes that have been heard in one or more previous chords but which appear in a new register, 

and the third layer (diamond noteheads) indicates pitch classes that are being introduced for the 

first time in any register. Chord B contrasts fairly strongly with chord A despite its identical 

pitch-class content, due to the fact that two-thirds of its pitches are transposed to new registers, 
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yet it maintains a subtle connection with A through the retention of G5 and F-sharp 6. Chord C 

shares so many registrally fixed pitches with A that it feels nearly like a “modified return” of the 

latter, and yet at the same time constitutes a subtle move into new harmonic territory with the 

introduction of pc’s 0 and 2 (a very slight weakening of A’s strong near-octatonicism). D sounds  

striking not only for its contrasting closed, “clustered” voicing but because it is the first 

appearance of pitch class 5 in either piano or strings, yet it occupies registral space established 

by the previous three chords, sharing two-thirds of its pitches in common with them. After the 

intervention of D, E feels strongly related to A and C due to its reestablishment of the high Ab6 

shared with those chords. Part of what makes F and G sound especially fresh is the fact that they 

introduce the greatest number of registrally new pitches since the first occurrence of chord B in 

m. 21, yet the subtle connections remain important. Chord F’s pitch connections to previous 

chords seem comparatively weak, as two of its common pitches, F4 and E5, have been 

previously heard in only one chord each (D and E, respectively) while its A-flat 4 has occurred in 

both chords B and D. By contrast, what makes chord G feel subliminally like a return to familiar 

harmonic territory is its reintroduction of pitches D-sharp 4 and G5 – notes that have been 

“anchors” of the majority of the opening region (G5 is sounded in every chord in mm. 1-72, 

while D-sharp 4 occurs in all except chord B). The pitches that H shares in common with 

previous harmonies, much like those of F, have occurred in relatively few chords (E4 in chords B 

and D; F4 in D and F; D-sharp 5 in B alone), and the first occurrence in the piano of pitch class 1 

constitutes a further move away from the established harmonic space. Chords F and H could thus 

be heard as articulating harmonic motion toward, then away from, G, the latter assuming 

something of a cadential quality via to its return to the preceding music’s most familiar registral 

pitches. 
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Example 1.9: Piano chords A through G: pitch/pitch class retention/rotation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sub-regions and phrase structures in Region 1 

As noted in Example 1.3, there are two conspicuous recurrences of chord A following its 

initial appearance in mm. 1-20: in m. 37, after chord C and before chord D, and in m. 72, at the 

end of the passage just discussed. Each time it is accompanied by the same {02} string dyad, and 

its familiar sound after a stretch of absence can be said to have something of a cadential effect. 

Its placement suggests a division of mm. 1-73 into two large sub-regions, as diagrammed in 

Example 1.10 – its reappearance constituting a closing “cadence” for each phrase. As will be 

examined, both sub-regions are quasi-symmetrical in construction, with mm. 39-73 exhibiting 

the highest degree of symmetry. 
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Example 1.10: mm. 1-82, large-scale phrase structure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On a small scale within the first of these sub-regions, one finds that Feldman’s 

arrangement of harmonies into local groupings is at times reminiscent of classical phrase 

structures, with single chords assuming a function that themes or motives would play in a tonal 

composition. A-a-b-c and a-b-a-c groupings, phrasal arrangements commonly found in tonal 

(and modal) music of many styles and eras, and for contemporary musicians perhaps most 

famously exemplified by the Classical-era “sentence” and “parallel period,” occur intermittently 

through mm. 1-37 as well as at a critical dramatic moment later in the region. Despite the 

absence here of harmonic function or degrees of strong and weak cadential closure that make 

such phrase structures function in conventionally tonal music, one might say that Feldman’s 

evocation of these phrasal archetypes by their sheer familiarity allows a listener to mentally 

group the chords of the opening measures into something resembling syntactic units. This 

provision of obvious structures onto which a listener can grasp vanishes relatively quickly as the 

music progresses – a small-scale analog, perhaps, to the manner in which the fairly obvious 

dramatic trajectories of mm. 1-209, as will be discussed, disappear over the course of the work.  
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The work’s opening eight bars, for example, shown in Example 1.11, have an a-a-b-c 

structure akin to a musical “sentence,” and one might argue that these four chords do, in fact, 

exhibit some degree of the qualities of true “presentation” and “continuation” found in a 

traditional tonal sentence. The first four bars, consisting of literal repetition of a single piano 

chord and string dyad (whose registration remains identical while its instrumentation changes), 

present harmonic material that will characterize much of the opening section and recur 

throughout the entire work, while the addition of string pitches in the following four bars subject 

this material to an increase in harmonic rhythm, a miniature trajectory of outward registral 

expansion, and a dissolution of the quasi-octatonic harmony through the addition of string 

pitches. In this context, the chord in m. 7 can be heard as having a weak cadential effect, having 

achieved near-total chromaticism and reached the near-limits of the ensemble’s extreme registers 

(high piano and low cello); particularly upon hearing the new middle-register string dyad in m. 9, 

m. 7 is retroactively understood as the end-point of a process of chromatic saturation and 

registral expansion. 

  Given that m. 9 strikes the ear as the start of a new phrase, it is tempting to hear mm. 9-

20, shown in Example 1.12, as a single six-bar phrase, yet the repetitions of pitch class 9 that 

bring the octatonicism in to focus in mm. 13 and 17, alternating with contrasting chromatic 

chords in mm. 15 and 19, create an a-b-a’-c structure that suggests a strong cohesion of these 

four harmonies, despite the absence of a cadential effect in m. 19. Once again, retroactive 

hearing is critical to our perception: given that there is nothing to strongly mark m. 13 as the 

beginning of a new phrase, nor to identify m. 19 as a phrase ending, it is only upon the entrance 

of the piano and strings’ new chord in m. 21 that a listener will realize that he or she has just 

heard the close of an a-b-a’-c unit.  
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Example 1.11: mm. 1-8, sentence-like structure  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Measures 31-38, consisting of chord C followed by the first “cadential” A chord, are 

similarly structured, as shown in Example 1.13, but the context of this passage makes its a-b-a-c 

structure more immediately perceptible, as the first appearance of chord C strikes the ear as a 

new beginning after the repetition of chord B, and the cadential quality of A in m. 37 is readily 

apparent given the chord’s familiar identity from the opening bars and the ensuing novelty of  

chord D in m. 69. As noted, chord C has something of the feel of a modified return of A due to 

the high number of registrally fixed pitches shared between these chords – in particular, the 

boundary pitches D-sharp/E-flat 4 – A-flat 6, reintroduced by chord C, reestablishes the exact 

registral space occupied by A after the slightly lower tessitura of B. This gives the entire passage  

a quasi- symmetrical quality, seemingly confirmed by the appearance of an element of “literal”  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Example 1.12: mm. 9-12, apparent beginning of new phrase 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mm. 13-20, a-b-a-c structure 
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Example 1.13: mm. 31-38, a-b-a-c structure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

symmetry (the reappearance of chord A) at the very end, as shown in Example 1.14; one might 

even venture to say that the motion of the lowermost voice in chords A through C, outlining 

interval class 5 (D-sharp 4 – B-flat 3 – E-flat 4), is mimetic of a tonic-dominant-tonic 

progression. 

Measures 39-73, diagrammed in Example 1.15, are more literally symmetrical in 

construction than mm. 1-38, consisting of recurrences of chords B and C (mm. 47-63) flanked by  

appearances of chord D (mm. 39-46 and 64-71). This second large phrase does not exhibit the 

small-scale phrase structures found in the first. Chord D is highly static, accompanied in all but 

one instance by an identical {02} string dyad (in m. 68, the chord is unaccompanied by the  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Example 1.14: mm. 1-38, symmetry and ic 5 motion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

strings), while the central section consists of recurrences of piano and string chords from mm. 

21-38 reordered in a manner that makes parsing into small-scale phrases somewhat more 

difficult: it may seemingly make sense to label mm. 21-30 (repetitions of chord B) and mm. 56-

63 (repetitions of chord C, with a single intervening B) as separate phrases, though the 

interjection of B in m. 60 between recurrences of C seems intended to ambiguate the clear 

division of material. Because the central section of this symmetrical structure consists of a varied 

repetition of earlier material, following the introduction of new chords in the first section, a 

listener might at first be led to believe that he or she is hearing a large-scale symmetry with 

chord D as its center, consisting of a movement from fuzzy octatonicism to chromaticism and 

back to octatonicism – a rather traditional a-b-a form. Only upon hearing the reappearance of D, 

which returns in a near-retrograde form of its first appearance, does one realize that the 

“recapitulated” B and C chords were actually the center of a symmetrical structure – an example 

of retroactive perception functioning on a slightly larger scale. 
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Example 1.15: mm. 1-72, real/perceived symmetry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sentence-like structure of mm. 74-82, shown in Example 1.16, is another factor 

imparting a cadential quality to the introduction of chord G in m. 79. If the earlier recurrences of 

chord A may be likened to confirmations of an established key area in a tonal composition, chord 

G might be compared to a cadence in a new key; part of its stable character comes from its tonal 

association, as its lower five notes can be heard as an extended sonority (an enharmonically 

spelled “sharp-11” harmony with its fifth omitted, to be precise) built on E-natural, a striking 

contrast to the preceding insistent presence of D-sharp/E-flat as the piano’s lowermost pitch. The 

phrasal placement of chord H (m. 81) is at first ambiguous, but it can be best understood as an 

extension of the prior “sentence” phrase, given the dramatic shift in texture and registral 

expansion that occurs in mm. 83-86, shown in Example 1.17, in which the strings gain a degree 

of independence from the piano, playing multi-measure sustained sounds, and the piano plays 

simultaneously struck as well as arpeggiated variants of its earlier chords, including a T1 version 

of the fuzzy diatonic G chord from m. 79. Such chord transpositions, both literal and “fuzzy,” 

will occur throughout the composition from this point onward, but they serve no structural 

function: as will be examined later in this chapter, their purpose seem to be to blur the distinct 
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identity of musical objects, at times by creating a web of interrelated sonorities with different 

degrees of resemblance to the initial, original harmony.  

 

Example 1.16: mm. 74-82, sentence-like structure and new piano chords 
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Example 1.17: mm. 83-86: texture change, registral expansion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dramatic causality and new harmonic qualities through Region 2 

Mm. 74-86 constitute the first in a series of episodes in which multiple novel musical 

events in short spans of time create an illusion of dramatic causality: changes in particular 

domains give the impression of anticipating or instigating imminent changes in other domains. A 

diagram of such causally-related events between mm. 74-157 is provided in Example 1.18. In the 

series of events between mm. 74-86, the piano’s chord G is apprehensible, at least retroactively, 

as the “goal” of the quickened harmonic rhythm and downward registral expansion in the 

preceding measures, while the whole of mm. 74-83 may be understood as instigation for the 

dramatic textural change in mm. 83-86. In addition, the mm. 74-82 “phrase” features the first 

instance in which piano and string chords are not separated by intermittent rests and, 

concomitantly, allows for the perception of a “stepwise” voice-leading gesture between the 
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violins’ D5 and B-flat 4 in m. 76 and the cello’s C5 in m. 77, creating the impression of an ic4 

dyad converging upon a single unison pitch, as illustrated in Example 1.19.  Although it has been 

possible up until this point to perceive tenuous voice-leading connections between piano chords 

(such as the ip2 between chord A’s high A-flat and B’s high F-sharp), in mm. 76-77 the voice-

leading connection is especially pronounced, despite being between different instruments, due to 

the contiguous measures as well as simply to the sustained nature of the string sounds. As will be 

explored, such “stepwise” gestures similarly crop up in later parts of the work as apparent 

signifiers of dramatic development.  

 

Example 1.18: mm. 74-157, short-term causal relationships between musical domains 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second causal episode begins in m. 118, at which point a varied return of material 

from mm. 83-86 leads directly into a new idea – a repeated homophonic string chord beneath 

arpeggiated chords in the piano – in mm. 122-126. The relationship of mm. 118-120 to mm. 83-

86 is immediately apparent, as it is the second time thus far in the work that the strings attack 

their sounds independently of the piano, again sounding in paired dyads (violins and viola-cello) 

that form a widely-spaced [0123] chromatic cluster, and as the piano’s chord in m. 119, labeled 



  38 

Example 1.19: mm. 76-77, string voice-leading 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I,” is a near-repeat of the chord in m. 85 (itself a T1 transposition of chord G), a single pitch 

changed so that the [015] trichord comprising the bottom half of the chord is inverted but the 

lower 5 pitches (excluding the Ab) remain within the same diatonic collection, and the chord 

constitutes a fuzzy diatonic sonority with a single registral outlier on top in the same manner as 

chord G, as shown in Example 1.20. The repeated string chord that follows in mm. 122-126,  

designated “J,” is the first clearly defined, self-contained musical “object” in the piece articulated 

by the strings entirely independently of the piano, its textural novelty put into relief by being set 

against arpeggiated 6-note piano chords (labeled “K” through “M”) which, while new in terms of 

their specific intervallic content, constitute a now-highly familiar type of textural and harmonic 

material. As with mm. 76-77, mm. 119-122 feature a suggestion of stepwise voice-leading as a 

signifier of concomitant dramatic and formal events, shown in a reduction in Example 1.20: it is 

easy to perceive the stepwise descent from F3 to E-flat 3, as well as the ascent from E4 to F4, 

between chord I and the ensuing piano chord (not given a letter name as this is its single 

occurrence in the entire work), but one may also hear a tentative voice-leading connection 

between the second piano chord’s E-flat 3 and the viola’s C-sharp 3 at the bottom of chord J, 
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imbuing J with something of the feeling of a point of arrival by seemingly “completing” the 

stepwise descent that the piano chords began. 

  

Example 1.20: mm. 118-126, new piano chords and string chord J 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


