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INTRODUCTION 

JACK BOSS AND BRUCE QUAGLIA 
 
 
 
The present volume presents recent work by a variety of scholars who 

are at different stages of their careers, but most of whom belong to a 
younger generation whose concerns and approaches to music theory and 
analysis are remarkably diverse. The music that is considered here spans a 
very wide repertoire including the music of Bach and Chopin, the music 
and musical thought of Arnold Schoenberg, European and American 
concert music from the second half of the 20th Century, and even the 
diasporic music of Africa that has fertilized musical cultures around the 
world.  The chapters presented here began as research papers presented at 
the sixteenth annual meeting of the West Coast Conference of Music 
Theory and Analysis, held in Salt Lake City in April, 2007. Salt Lake City 
is not a location that is often noted for its coastline, yet at one time it was 
situated on the shores of a vast pre-historic lake that covered much of the 
Western United States. That large body of water has since subsided into 
the present day Great Salt Lake. Just as Lake Bonneville has condensed 
into its present day form, laying bare fascinating and previously 
submerged terrain, so too does the work that is presented here crystallize 
an earlier pool of music thought while it simultaneously examines the 
analytical terrain that has more recently been exposed to view.  In short, 
the present volume contains what may be taken as a snapshot, from one 
vantage point at least, of the present state of North American research in 
music theory and analysis. 

The book is divided into four sections for the sake of convenience, but 
as the on-going discussions from that April weekend have proven, the 
concerns of one chapter often resonate across several others, sometimes in 
surprising ways that transcend the groupings into which we have 
organized the volume. The musical thought of Arnold Schoenberg 
reverberates throughout this book. Part IV presents a colloquy on that so 
frequently remarked upon masterpiece, Drei Klavierstucke, Op. 11, and 
particularly upon the first of its pieces. Schoenberg’s theoretical thought, 
compositional approaches and aesthetics are discussed at length in relation 
to this work by four leading Schoenberg scholars of the younger 
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generation. Schoenberg’s intellectual and artistic fingerprints can be found 
elsewhere in this volume too. For example, in Susan de Ghizé’s chapter 
“Revolving Variations Via Rhythm,” she examines one of Schoenberg’s 
core theoretical concepts, the presentation of developing variation, but she 
examines this concept through the optic of one of its more neglected 
aspects: rhythm.  In fact, as this present volume amply demonstrates, the 
preoccupation of many earlier theories of music with pitch and harmony, 
has given way in recent times to detailed consideration of other parameters 
such as rhythm and meter.  

While earlier eras in music theory have obsessed with pitch and with 
harmony, sometimes to the virtual exclusion of questions of rhythm and 
even more complex, of how meter works perceptually, the present-day 
discipline displays a renewed concern with the temporal aspects of how 
pitch and harmony are presented. In addition to Susan de Ghizé’s chapter, 
the present volume boasts a number of other studies of rhythm and meter. 
Meter is considered from the performer’s perspective by Lee Couch in his 
essay “Hypermeter and Performers’ Choices in BWV 540/1” and in 
relation to the act of listening itself by Brent Yorgason in his chapter 
“Tracing the Path of Metric Focus in Four Chopin Études.” Zdenek 
Skoumal further examines the function of rhythmic variation in Janáček’s 
music in “Rhythmic Conflict in Janáček” in a manner that both illuminates 
and sharply contrasts with the more Schoenbergian perspectives of de 
Ghizé on the music of Brahms. Finally, Chris Stover’s “Construing  
Rhythmic Spaces in Diasporic African Music” eschews eastern vs. 
western Eurocentric perspectives altogether in order to explore, with fresh 
ears, the metrical space surrounding ‘beats’ in a number of repertoires that 
have disseminated from the African continent. To read Stover’s and 
Yorgason’s work in proximity to one another, is to realize the startling 
potential of theorizing temporal aspects of disparate musical styles and to 
recover some general perspective on how music is both performed and 
heard even when it is divorced, if only temporarily, from its cultural 
contexts.  

The music of Anton Webern, one of Schoenberg’s two most famous 
protégés, is considered here by Darin Hoskisson in his “En‘light’ening the 
Musical Idea: Text and Musical Structure in Webern’s Das Augenlicht.” 
Hoskisson’s treatment of ‘The Musical Idea,’ that most elusive and 
tantalizing of Schoenbergian concepts, is presented here in a fresh light in 
relation to Webern’s music and compositional aesthetic.  The influence of 
the music of Schoenberg and Webern was critical not only to much of the 
European and North American concert music that followed it, but further, 
the analysis of the Second Viennese School’s music shaped the perception 
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of how to analyze subsequent modern music as well. The chapters by Peter 
Silberman, Mustafa Bor, and Brian Mosely demonstrate the present state 
of some of the analytical apparatus that has been developing in theoretical 
circles for several decades now. Silberman takes up the vexing problem of 
how pitch hierarchy is achieved in atonal contexts. This research follows 
in the paths of earlier scholars who have sought to reconcile the two major 
strands of modern North American theory, pitch-class set theory and 
Schenkerian theory. Recent scholars have moved considerably beyond 
these two threads to embrace music cognition as a basis for determining 
grammatical and syntactical structures in this repertoire and Silberman’s 
work refines these models even further. The experience of listening for 
salient characteristics in music, whether cognitive or phenomenological in 
nature, increasingly informs the application of structural models of 
analysis. Mustafa Bor’s work on Stockhausen considers the interaction of 
multiple musical domains such as the contour segments that shape the 
contingent parameters of pitch and duration. Brian Mosely extends earlier 
work by Rick Cohn on Bartók and other early Twentieth Century 
composers to the formal aspects of more recent music by George Crumb. 
Mosely presents alternative hearings of passages that have been previously 
noted primarily for their symmetry.  

Part III returns again to music from an earlier practice, and presents 
readings of works by Strauss, Prokofiev, Shostakovich and Janáček. The 
afore-mentioned dominance of Schenkerian theory in North American 
circles might have precluded the discussion of some of these works at an 
earlier time, but they are taken up here with vigorous new tools that 
illuminate the music in new ways and which perhaps also may also 
reinvigorate the older methodologies of tonal analysis.  

The currents that flow through this volume are momentary phenomena. 
They present a cross section of thought at a particular instant that then 
reflects a network of trajectories and suggests possible developments and 
outcomes. The reconsideration of Schoenberg’s Op. 11 masterpieces, as 
we close in on the centenary of their composition, poses an excellent 
example of a work that transcends the discourse surrounding it. The 
colloquy pokes and prods not only the work itself, but also at the myriad 
ways that musicians and scholars have sought to understand it. As the 
pieces and theories that are examined and reconsidered elsewhere in this 
volume move forward in their own discursive existences, they too will 
provoke significant points of pivot and reconsideration, some of which 
may rush back to the moment preserved here. 
 

Jack Boss and Bruce Quaglia, May 2008
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OF RHYTHM AND METER 

 
 



CHAPTER ONE 

TRACING THE PATH OF METRIC FOCUS  
IN FOUR CHOPIN ÉTUDES1 

BRENT YORGASON 
 
 

 
As analysts, our descriptions of a work’s meter generally gravitate 

towards a clear depiction of metric structure, even when the experience of 
listening may suggest multiple possibilities or even metric unclarity. When 
we then contemplate these maps of metric structure away from the 
listening experience, we may forget those fascinating feelings of metric 
blurriness and uncertainty. And certain aspects of meter emerge only in 
listening to performance in time—these cannot be easily represented in a 
diagram that gives only our retrospective understanding of a work’s meter. 

In investigating the experience of measuring,2 I have examined certain 
situations in which the beat position can be unclear to the listener, and the 
responses that listeners may have to such scenarios. These responses 
include what I call metric shifts, metric slips, and metric drift. For 
instance, when a listener makes a deliberate decision to reinterpret the 
location of the beat, based on changes in accentual patterns, harmonic 
rhythm, or other factors, they are undertaking a metric shift. When the 
listener decides to briefly “let go of” their metric expectations (most likely 
due to confusion) and to latch onto the next perceivable beat stream, they 
are experiencing a metric slip. Lastly, metric drift describes the scenario in 
which our attention is made to follow along with a metric stream that very 
subtly pulls us away from the notated beat. Unlike the (semi- conscious) 
decision of metric shift, with metric drift we may be largely unaware that 
the meter we are attending to has drifted from the notated barline.  

Thus, in listening, our focus may be redirected from one metric stream3 
to another by conscious shifts, or it may drift imperceptibly from one 
interpretation to another. We may even experience moments in which we 
are not sure what has happened to the beat. How do we represent this 
fluidity of metric focus in our analyses? We could discount the slips and 
drifts as listener “errors” and simply ignore them. Or we could accept 
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these moments of metric instability as legitimate sensations stemming 
from the composer’s own metric intentions. In other words, we can 
describe our metric experience in terms of its surprising twists and turns, 
rather than in terms of our rational reconsideration of the work’s metric 
structure after the fact.  

In studying my own metric experiences, I have found it useful to create 
a visual representation of the listener’s path of metric focus.4 This is 
particularly useful when there are multiple, co-existent metric streams on 
which the listener may focus at different times during the work. One such 
piece is Chopin’s Étude in A minor, Op. 25, no. 4, the first few bars of 
which are shown in Example 1-1a. In this Étude, two metric streams 
constantly battle for our metric attention, with the lower stream notated in 
the bass on the beat and the upper stream in the upper voices notated on 
the offbeats throughout. 

As we follow along with this Étude, our placement of the beat may 
vary as our attention shifts from one stream to another. Thus, in the 
opening measures, one may follow the bass line or the melodic line, while 
remaining aware of the other stream as mildly dissonant. But as the piece 
progresses, certain changes in articulation, dynamics, harmonic rhythm 
and other factors will likely cause our focus to be directed to particular 
streams, with our placement of the beat following suit.  

 

 
Example 1-1a, Chopin, Étude Op. 25, no. 4, mm. 1–5 
 

In listening to this Étude, it may be possible to maintain metric focus 
on a single stream throughout. But when I attempt to tap along with this 
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piece, even with the mindset of keeping my beat aligned with one stream 
or the other, I find it very difficult not to drift from one stream to the 
other.5 For example, when I try consciously to tap along with the bass 
voice, I can succeed only by essentially ignoring most of the melodic 
content (which is not the way that I normally listen to music). Whenever 
my attention shifts to what happens in the melody, my placement of the 
beat tends to shift as well—and my tapping drifts off. 

Figure 1-1 presents a possible path of metric focus that one might take 
in listening to a specific performance of this Étude; in this case, I have 
used Murray Perahia's 2001 recording for Sony Classical.6 Note that the 
path of focus could be quite different upon listening to a different 
recording, or even upon listening to this same recording with different 
degrees of metric focus—the listener can increase or decrease their focus 
on issues of expressive timing and meter, and they can also direct their 
metric focus onto particular streams at will. Although this is the path of 
metric focus that I most often take in listening to this recording, it is by no 
means the only path a listener could take.  

 

 
Figure 1-1, A possible path of metric focus in Chopin’s Étude Op. 25, no. 4 
(Murray Perahia) 
 

As the key above Figure 1-1 illustrates, this diagram shows not only 
the path of listener focus, but also the strength of that focus. For example, 
in measure 19, metric focus is strongly redirected to the upper melodic 
stream in a clear metric shift (which is represented by the redirecting 
arrow). The thick line in measure 19 represents a strong focus on the upper 
stream. Yet as this focus begins to weaken (represented by the thinning of 
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that line) and we gradually become more aware of the active bass line 
(represented by the dotted line in that stream), our metric attention may 
eventually drift to the lower voice (as suggested by the hazy slanted dotted 
lines around measure 30).  

Our attention to one stream or another can often be guided by the 
emphases that the performer provides. In fact, if we are not consciously 
attempting to follow one particular stream, our metric focus in a piece 
such as this probably shifts along with that of the performer. In Perahia’s 
performance, he will occasionally lean more heavily on the bass line, 
overriding our natural tendency to focus on the melody. He is particularly 
fond of bringing out the opposing stream when a section of music is 
repeated, giving us an opportunity to experience the same passage in 
different metric guises.  

Crisp articulations at the outset (see Example 1-1a) allow the two 
streams to be cleanly separated at first. Our focus may shift from one 
stream to another at this stage. In this hearing, I have initially latched onto 
the bass stream, which is brought into focus by the descending V-I gesture 
that sets the Étude in motion. But the dense accents of the five upper 
voices together might certainly lure us into hearing the delayed upper 
stream as metrically focal. In Example 1-1b, legato articulations and 
longer durations in the upper voice gradually pull our attention in that 
direction. But the lower voice remains crisply articulated and harmonically 
active, such that when the legato melody is later stated pianissimo, our 
awareness of the lower stream may grow. In the path I have given in 
Figure 1-1, my metric attention returns to the bass at this point (in 
measures 17–18). 

 

 

Example 1-1b, Op. 25, no. 4, mm. 9–11 
 

The emergence of a pedal tone in the bass in measure 19 (see Example 
1-1c) allows us to very comfortably hear the upper voices (which are now 
slurred together in accented quarters) as metrically stable, since there is no 
longer any competition from the lower stream.7 The relationship between 
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the streams is now one of figure versus ground, with the melody being 
clearly foregrounded over the harmonically static pedal. Here it is nearly 
impossible to adhere to the bass stream, since it provides us with nothing 
interesting to latch on to. Only the occasional accelerated harmonic shifts 
in the bass line, such as the end of measure 20, remind us that this 
alternate stream latently resides below. Near the end of this section 
(beginning in m. 27), the bass line once again begins to skip, as at the 
beginning. Although we may feel pulled back towards the beat of the bass, 
the momentum gained in the previous section is hard to curtail—it requires 
at least a period of adjustment. (In this hearing, my focus is on the beat 
placement of the bass by about measure 31.) Attention-grabbing b2s in the 
melody in measures 35–38 then cause my focus to return to the upper 
stream.  

 

Example 1-1c, Op. 25, no. 4, mm. 18–22 
 

In measures 39–56 of Figure 1-1, the music from the beginning section 
returns. But notice how the path of metric focus in these measures clearly 
differs from the path given in measures 1–18. This is largely due to the 
way in which Perahia varies his performance of the repetition, leading me 
to interpret the passage differently from before. For example, crisp and 
light staccato articulations in the melodic stream in measures 39–46 cause 
me to drift to the bass stream around measure 42. Then in measure 47, the 
bass is particularly brought out. In measure 51, Perahia backs off of his 
emphasis of the bass stream, and legato phrases in the upper voice again 
draw my metric focus.8  






















