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The ontological status of jazz tunes is a fraught topic that has generated much philosophical 

and analytical debate. A given tune may be represented by many lead sheets, each one 

different from the last in its representation of the tuneõs melody and chord changes. 

Performances of tunes are even more diverse: musicians realize harmonies differently, 

substitute and interpolate chords, interpret the head melody differently, solo extensively over 

the chord changes, and so on. When analyzing a jazz tune, it is therefore difficult to 

determine exactly what is being analyzed.  

The entire concept of the jazz tune is underlain by a paradox: on the one hand, there 

is a singularityñòthe tuneóñgenerally understood to be a musical structure or scheme 

comprised of constellations of harmonic, melodic, and formal features; on the other hand, 

there is a multiplicity of versions of the tune, manifest in performances and recordings by 

countless musicians and ensembles and as printed lead sheets, transcriptions, and 

arrangements. A sufficient understanding of the jazz tune requires us to engage tunes as both 

singularities and multiplicities, situating tunes as the products of various poietic and esthesic 

processes.  

In this dissertation, I develop a cyclical, processual model of the jazz tune. My model 

begins with a multiplicitous network of existing versions of a tune. Borrowing terminology 
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from sketch studies and the literary field of genetic criticism, I call this network of 

documents an òavant-texte.ó By analyzing the relations between various versions of a given 

tune, we can gain a sense of the overlapping contexts that inform an improviserõs conception 

of the tune. Improvisers become familiar with one or multiple versions from the avant-texte 

and form a referent for the piece, prototypes consisting of various kinds of musico-structural 

features and levels of defaults. When features are shared between referents, they often 

represent stock schemata that can be used to more quickly grasp the structure of many 

different tunes. Referents and their component schemata are subjective mappings of musical 

structure that capture some of the flexibility inherent in prototypes. Improvisers use these 

mappings in the moment of improvisation as part of an ongoing negotiation of musical 

structure. The resulting improvisation represents a new version of the tune, which in turn 

may become part of the tuneõs avant-texte network. In order to engage with all aspects of this 

model, I advocate for a method of analysis that accounts for the varied subjective views that 

help construct a jazz tuneõs perceived identity. 
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Chapter 1 

Jazz Tunes and Ontology 

 

Gathering for a jam session, a group of jazz musicians set up their instruments in a Brooklyn basement.  

The bassist turns to the others and asks, òwhat tune do you want to play?ó The pianist shrugs, òhow ôbout 

ôStellaõ?ó All agree. The saxophonist snaps her figures, counting off: òun, two, un two three.ó On the last 

snap, she slides up to a concert B-flat, tilting her horn downwards and then quietly sustaining the A one 

semitone below. Simultaneously, the bassist strums a low E, the pianist arpeggiates an E half-diminished 

chord, and the drummer presses his brushes across the head of the snare drum. Throughout their medium-up 

rendition of òStella by Starlight,ó the group mostly sticks to the chord changes familiar from fakebook lead 

sheets, only occasionally straying from them to interpolate tasteful reharmonizations. The saxophonistõs 

rendition of the melody also remains close to the notes found in composer Victor Youngõs published score for 

the piece, featuring only occasional embellishments of the sparse melody with scalar runs, arpeggiations, and 

other more subtle ornamentations. However, in the tuneõs B section the saxophonist briefly departs from 

Youngõs melody, instead imitating Miles Davisõs interpretation of the melody on 1958 Miles with an 

ascending series of falling thirds. As she holds the sustained F that ends the head melody, the pianist begins 

soloing, opening the next chorus with a B-flat fully diminished chord. The bassist, having already played an 

E in anticipation of the more commonplace E half-diminished chord, quickly leaps down to B-flat, 

recognizing the fully diminished sound as the opening harmony of Youngõs original rendition of òStella by 

Starlightó as diegetic music for the film The Uninvited. Once the pianistõs solo has finished, the 

saxophonist re-enters with the anacrustic B-flat that begins the head melody. The band plays the head out, 

repeating the last few bars of the head as a tag before ending on an extended B-flat chord. 
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Little verbal communication is needed to initiate this performance, which is bound 

by countless jam-session conventions familiar to most jazz musicians.1 Central to this 

communication is the assumption that the musicians will perform a tune, a composition on 

which a jazz improvisation is based. Indeed, many of the actions illustrated above may be 

understood as a way of determining either what tune to play or how to begin playing it: the 

bassistõs question is answered with an abbreviated version of the tuneõs full name (òStella by 

Starlightó by Victor Young), indicating the familiarity the musicians are expected to have 

with it; the saxophonistõs snaps indicate the tempo and help confirm the meter and the feel 

of the groove; her opening B-flat is to be recognized as the tuneõs anacrustic first note; the 

simultaneous sounding of A and the downward tilt of her horn confirm that the A is the 

tuneõs downbeat; the bassistõs low E, combined with the pianistõs E-half-diminished chord, 

contextualizes that melodic A with the first harmony of the tune as it is most often played in 

jazz renditions. The improvisers all seem to be so familiar with òStella by Starlightó that, 

once the tune is selected, no other explanation is needed. Their knowledge of the tune is not 

limited to what might be found on a lead sheet (a score indicating only a simplified melody 

and chord symbols) but rather includes knowledge regarding famous versions of the tune, 

from the particularities of Miles Davisõs performance of the melody to the original harmonic 

backdrop of the A section as found in the film score from which the tune originates. 

Although this performance appears straightforward, it is only one of many possible 

ways a performance of òStella by Starlightó could go. The saxophonist might have instead 

begun the performance with a chromatic run from a low to a high B-flat, or perhaps the 

bassist might have opted not to sound the root of the first chord but the third, leading to a 

 
1 This fictional anecdote, while informed by my own experience as a jazz improviser, was also inspired by 
several similar anecdotes capturing the contextual richness of the jazz jam session; see especially Waters (2011, 
3ð4), Stover (2017, 2.15), and those found throughout Gazit (2015).  
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less-stable, first-inversion chord; the pianist might have chosen to add a major ninth above 

the root of the E half-diminished chord, or to more radically reharmonize the progression, 

risking a harmonic clash with the bass and saxophone; the drummer could have decided to 

play with sticks in a bossa nova groove, or to play double time with a medium swing, 

subverting the other musiciansõ expectations of how the count off should be interpreted. But 

even if these or many other alternative choices were made, members of the jazz community 

would likely have no trouble identifying the tune as òStella by Starlight.ó2 After all, the tune 

is the only thing that all performances of òStella by Starlightó must have in common. It would 

seem, then, that a clear understanding of what exactly the tune òStella by Starlightó is would 

be absolutely crucial for engaging with performances of the tune. 

 

* * * 

 

What constitutes a jazz tune? Ethnomusicologist Paul Berliner, in his influential study 

Thinking in Jazz, writes that tunes are best thought of as òa melody and an accompanying 

harmonic progressionó (1994, 63). This is a prevalent, if convenient, oversimplification. The 

musical structures of tunes are in fact frustratingly indeterminate: a single tune, such as 

Youngõs òStella by Starlight,ó may be instantiated by written and recorded texts that 

substantially differ from one another in terms of musical content. For example, Dariusz 

Terefenko compares several different versions of Youngõs tune, illustrating harmonic 

differences across several versions (Example 1.1). These disagreements are complicated by 

the fact that, in practice, chords are frequently added, omitted, or substituted by improvisers. 

 
2 Like many similar terms, òthe jazz communityó can refer to many things but most commonly includes jazz 
musicians, audiences, and critics. The issue of what constitutes the jazz community, especially as an imagined 
community, is explored at length in Prouty (2012). 
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Further, the melody does not offer any recourse from this indeterminacy: the melody 

represented in the lead sheet is simply a prototype, not wholly representative of any given 

version; performers treat the melody as malleable and flexible. While such flexibility may be 

cited as a means of facilitating expressive performances, the success of such performances 

reciprocally relies on audiencesõ familiarity with òthe tune,ó suggesting that there is some 

real, fixed melody that exists in the collective consciousness of audiences and that undergirds 

all performances of the tune.3 

 

Example 1.1: Three sets of chord changes for the first sixteen bars of Youngõs òStella by 

Starlight.ó Chord changes adapted from Terefenko (2010, 84). 

 

 

If we wish to analyze Youngõs tune or a performance of it, to which melody or set of 

chord changes should we refer? An intuitive answer might be òthe original published score,ó 

 
3 Indeed, melodic expressivity is frequently explained as the difference between a given performance and some 
òoriginal melody.ó See for instance Berlinerõs (1994) discussion of Lonnie Hillyerõs recollection of Kenny 
Dorhamõs treatment of the melody of òAlone Togetheró (69). See also David Temperley (1999), which 
investigates melodic syncopations in popular music as displacements of inferred background prototypes.  
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but this proves problematic in practice. While many of the most popular jazz tunes originate 

in Broadway musicals or are otherwise available as published scores, those original texts are 

seldom definitive. Rather, jazz musicians most often come to know a tune by familiarizing 

themselves with many versions, whether live or recorded performances, lead sheets, or 

arrangements. This makes it exceedingly difficult to pin down the musical content of tunes, 

let alone the relationship between tunes and their performances. To more effectively engage 

this complexity, jazz theorists and analysts may benefit from adopting an explicit ontological 

model that clarifies how performances relate to the culturally ascribed category of òjazz 

tune.ó4  

Before such a model is developed, it will be useful to untangle a few key terms and 

delimit the scope of this study. Throughout this dissertation, I use the term òtuneó as many 

jazz musicians do to refer broadly to pre-composed material that serves as a vehicle for 

improvisation in contemporary jazz practice. The term is sometimes used synonymously in 

both casual and academic discourse with other similar terms, including òhead,ó 

òcomposition,ó òstandard,ó òreferent,ó and òwork.ó The first of these has many meanings 

and is perhaps the most common alternative to òtuneó used by jazz musicians. The melody 

and harmonic progression, or òchord changesó (often shortened to simply òthe changesó) 

together comprise the òhead,ó which is played at the beginning and ending of a typical jazz 

performance. In between these head statements, solos are taken by one or multiple members 

of the ensemble; during these solos, musicians improvise melodic lines over the changes. 

This headðsolosðhead format is frequently framed by an introduction and a brief ending or 

òtag.ó A typical performance thus consists of many statements of the chord changes; each 

 
4 Zbikowski (2002, 201ð242) discusses the jazz tune as a category by adapting aspects of Eleanor Roschõs 
theory of categories and prototypes to models of music ontology. The ways in which jazz tunes may be 
understood as prototypes is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 
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iteration of the changes is called a chorus. Although the òtuneó is being performed 

throughout, the òheadó is only played at the beginning and ending of the performance, 

effectively bookending the solos. Because of this, the term òheadó more often refers 

specifically to a chorus statement that includes the melody. Reference to the òheadó may also 

be used to help distinguish between tunes that share a chord progression, whether a blues, 

rhythm changes, or a more distinctive contrafact, lending further credence to the notion that 

the melody is the defining feature of a head.  

In most contexts, the term òcompositionó refers to a relatively fixed musical 

structure, often as represented by a score, involving relatively little interpretation; in this 

sense, it is considered the opposite of òimprovisation.ó5 When referring to pre-composed 

material in jazz, however, the use of the term òcompositionó is contentious. This is in part 

because many jazz performances involve adapting existing compositions for use in a headð

solosðhead format, where a number of alterations may be made to the composition in order 

to help make it easier or more interesting to improvise over. These changes often include 

removing sections (especially the opening verse in Tin Pan Alley songs and Broadway 

numbers), altering section lengths, and adding turnarounds at the end of each chorus. When 

combined with the repetition of choruses and the inclusion of improvised solos, the 

resulting performances of such compositions seldom resemble their original written 

incarnations. Further, the term òcompositionó itself proves problematic since it usually refers 

to the activity of fixing musical material and is often used in the Western art tradition to 

designate more-or-less fixed works.6 While the pre-composed material may itself be fixed, it 

 
5 Larson (2005) deconstructs the binary opposition of composition and improvisation, suggesting that the two 
concepts are best thought of as similar processes occurring at different times and on different scales. 

6 This is not to say that there is no ontological complexity or indeterminacy in works of the Western art 
tradition, but rather to illustrate that the term òcompositionó is typically used to refer to relatively fixed works.  
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often undergoes so many changes in improvised performance that it no longer seems 

accurate to refer to a fixed composition. By contrast, the term òtuneó often carries with it an 

expectation of flexibility, and suggests what Stephen Davies (2001, 16) calls a òthinneró 

musical structure that inherently permits elaborate ornamentation. 

Many musicians use the term òstandardó in much the same way they use òtune,ó but 

each term has its own unique connotations. Jazz standards are tunes that are particularly 

popular amongst jazz musicians and have been performed (and/or recorded) many times. 

While the distinction between standards and tunes is fuzzy and there is much overlap 

between the two concepts, it will be worthwhile to differentiate between them since the 

ontological model developed in this dissertation is intended to apply to tunes generally. A 

standard may be understood as a subset of the larger category òtune,ó as shown in Example 

1.2; all standards are tunes, but not all tunes are standards. Whereas a standard implies some 

degree of popularity and a rich performance history, these are not necessary conditions for 

tunes generally. Henry Martin (1980) further considers òjazz standardsó to be a subset of 

standards; he notes that, while a standard is òa tune that is well-known among people who 

listen to popular music,ó a jazz standard is òwell-known to jazz fans and jazz musicians, but 

not well-known among people who listen to popular musicó (2). Throughout this 

dissertation, I use the term òtuneó rather than òstandardó because of its broader, more 

inclusive definition.  

While the term òtuneó is often employed in discourse as a stand-in for more 

ontologically loaded terms such as òcomposition,ó òversion,ó òworkó, it may be more useful 

to think of tunes in relation to their improvisational contexts: a composition becomes a tune 

when it is used as a vehicle for improvisation. If tunes are objects, they are not performed in 

the sense of a work or even a script (Cook 2001), but rather are used as the basis for an  
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Example 1.2: Standards as a subset of tunes. 

 

 

improvised performance. In this way, they fulfill the role of what Jeff Pressing calls an 

improvisational referent, òan underlying formal scheme or guiding image specific to a given 

piece, used by the improviser to facilitate the generation and editing of improvised behaviour 

on an intermediate time scaleó (1988, 153). When examining referents, we move from the 

study of universal invariants to the particulars of individual performance scenarios. While 

Pressing does not commit to a single, limited conception of referents, we may surmise that 

referents can describe both fixed, concrete musical structures that are universally invariant 

from one improviser to the next and more particular, personal conceptualizations that vary 

greatly between improvisers.7 For this reason, the notion of referents will be helpful for 

clarifying how improvisers conceptualize and interact with tunes. It must be noted, however, 

that Pressingõs concept is much broader and more inclusive than the stricter, culturally and 

stylistically contingent concept of the jazz tune in a number of ways. First, referents are not 

limited to jazz, but rather may describe conceptualizations of structure in any musical 

 
7 The flexibility of Pressingõs term is discussed in Chapter 4. 
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traditions or practices where some combination of improvisation and pre-composed material 

is present. Even within jazz, referents vary widely in the extent of their fixity. Although rare, 

some jazz referents are strictly fixed, allowing little to no improvisation. Others are almost 

completely open, placing practically no restrictions whatsoever on improvisers. Most fall 

somewhere in between these extremes, featuring some kind of fixed structure while allowing 

for improvisers to alter that structure in particular ways during the performance.  

The fixity of certain elements, and the aspects of those elements that are able to be 

altered, depend in large part on stylistic as well as cultural norms. While such norms are 

nearly always in flux, a relatively stable practice of performing jazz tunes arguably emerged in 

the swing era and continued to evolve through the development of bebop and its 

antecedents, continuing through the present day and perpetuated in part through the 

practiceõs institutionalization in university and conservatory jazz programs. This practice is 

endemic to a handful of styles, especially swing, bebop, hard bop, and postbop,8 and is much 

more common in small- than large-ensemble jazz.9 The repertoire most often associated with 

this practice has been termed the òstandard jazz repertoireó (Salley and Shanahan 2016) and 

includes the repertoire of compositions often known as the òGreat American Songbook,ó as 

well as many compositions written by influential jazz musicians.10 It is worth noting that 

 
8 This is not to say that tunes, or headðsolosðhead form generally, are never found in other styles. However, 
other prominent repertoires, from Dixieland to big band swing, jazz-rock fusion to free jazz, more frequently 
use other formats and therefore are less representative of the practice, making them less preferable prisms 
through which to view the ontology of mainstream jazz. 

9 The distinction between small- and large-ensemble (including òbig bandó) jazz is mirrored in some ways by 
Martinõs (2018b) distinction between òlarge-scale works, smaller-scale works, and directly improvised worksó 
(1.12), with the lattermost category including not only free jazz but melodies improvised over familiar sets of 
chord changes (e.g., Charlie Parkerõs òBird of Paradise,ó an improvisation on the changes of Jerome Kernõs 
òAll the Things You Areó that lacks Kernõs original melody and replaces it with an improvised melody). 

10 The term òstandard jazz repertoireó resembles Steve Larsonõs use of the term òmodern jazzó throughout 
Larson (1998, 2009). In some publications, this repertoire, and the practices associated with it, are considered 
to be representative of jazz practice as a whole. I find this characterization to be reductive, however, as it 
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even the standard jazz repertoire is relatively diverse in style and origin: the tunes discussed 

in this dissertation range from American popular standards, to original jazz compositions 

and Brazilian bossa nova songs. Stylistic differences between these genres may prompt 

improvisers to conceptualize musical structure in slightly different ways. The repertoire 

covered in this study is hardly exhaustive, and taking other repertoires into consideration is 

likely to suggest new avenues for conceiving of and analyzing musical structure.11  

 

Jazz and the Ontology of Musical Works 

 

Tunes are often compared with, regarded as, or simply synonymized with musical works. This 

term carries with it an enormous amount of cultural and scholarly baggage by calling to mind 

debates of musical ontology, especially with regard to what Lydia Goehr has termed the 

òwork conceptó (1994, 5). The precise location and nature of the work in jazz has been the 

subject of recent music-theoretical inquiry, igniting debates about the ontology of jazz.  

Many aestheticians have set out to determine the relations between jazz tunes and 

their performances. Among the more prominent conclusions is that jazz, like the bulk of 

Western art music, is a tradition involving what Stephen Davies (2001) calls òworks for 

performanceó (3); jazz tunes are therefore works that are performed by jazz musicians. 

Davies argues that jazz tunes are ontologically òthinó works, in that a limited amount of 

 
ignores large swaths of jazz practice that have historically been relegated to the margins of the genre. The 
ramifications of the standard jazz repertoireõs canonization are addressed at length in Prouty (2012, e.g., 8ð10). 

11 For example, Benjamin Baker (2018) notes that jazz adaptations of more recent popular musics often eschew 
the headðsolosðhead format that dominates much standard jazz practice in favor of more complicated formal 
layouts reflective of the forms of late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century popular musics. Headðsolosð
head form is likewise abandoned in various other subgenres and related genres, including free improvisation 
and fusion; see, for example, Peter Elsdonõs discussion of form in various styles of jazz in Elsdon (2013, 66ð
68). Even the post-bop of the 1960s, a repertoire that increasingly relied on original compositions played or 
under the direction of the composer, is likely to differ in the extent to which structures are considered flexible. 
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performance information is specified by the work; in this sense, they are contrasted with the 

ontologically òthickó works of the Western art tradition, which often specify not only 

melodies and harmonies but exact pitches, rhythms and durations, articulations, dynamics, 

tempo, and so on. Performances of the same tune are therefore able to instantiate the same 

work despite the surface differences in their sound structures. One of these is formal: 

Daviesõs account does not address the ways in which harmonic-melodic structures are 

instanced cyclically in performances. Unlike a Beethoven sonata, for instance, the 

performance of the work does not simply move through the written structure once (with 

certain sections repeated), but rather the chord changes (and sometimes the melody) are 

repeated in the head, each chorus of the solos, and in the head again. For some authors, this 

repetition necessitates a synthesis of tunes and the headðsolosðhead format. For example, 

philosophers James O. Young and Carl Mattheson, in their influential article òThe 

Metaphysics of Jazzó (2000), do not distinguish between the two, intertwining them to 

describe what they call òjazz numbersó (129). According to Young and Mattheson, òtwo jazz 

numbers are instances of the same work just in case their heads contain the same melody 

and the improvisations are based on the chord changes of the headó (ibid.).  

Both of these views typify what Julian Dodd (2007) identifies as the overwhelming 

tendency of music philosophers to adhere to a model of types and tokens, where works are 

types and their performances are tokens of that type. Such conceptions lay at the core of 

most ontologies of Western Art music: A performance of a Beethoven sonata is a token of 

that sonata as an abstract work (type), separated from its particular instantiations, and can 

therefore be said to òtokenó the work.12 This type/token distinction is likewise foundational 

 
12 This view is expounded by many aestheticians, including Goodman (1976) and Wollheim (1980). The music-
theoretical relationships between conventional types and particular tokens has also been probed in the recent 
literature on musical form, especially in the work of Hepokoski and Darcy (2006). Their invocation of Mark 
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in the work of Philip Alperson (1984) and Carol S. Gould and Kenneth Keaton (2000). 

Although type/token theories reflect the linguistic formulations that characterize discourse 

around jazz tunes (e.g., òhave you heard Clifford Jordanõs recording of that tune?ó), they do 

not address the variety of content amongst instances, nor the secondary nature of tunes in 

the critical reception of jazz. Brian Kane (2018) argues that these hierarchically-oriented 

ontologies rest on a set of assumptions that he calls the òrealist frameworkó (3). Taking 

Stephen Davies to be the most representative of this view, Kane offers the following 

critique: 

 

Daviesõs realist commitments encourage a hierarchical conception of the relationship 

of works to performances: works determine, precede, and are indifferent to their rendition 

in performances. Thus musical works are wholly inoculated from performances, 

meaning that performances are de jure excluded from altering, changing, or affecting 

the works they instance. Daviesõs view permits no mediation between works and 

performances since logical and causal relations always flow from works to 

performances, never in the other direction (Kane 2018, 510). 

 

If conceptions of the relationship between work and performance are one-way and 

hierarchical, little room is left for alteration. To avoid this hierarchical conception, some 

writers have located the work in other aspects of the jazz performance paradigm.  

Many aestheticians now argue that, because the locus of critical attention in jazz is 

not usually the tune being played but the performance itself, it is the performance that is the 

work. David Davies (2003), for instance, argues that the physical and/or sonic products of 

creative activities only mediate between audiences and the artistic act, a view which resonates 

 
Evan Bondsõs conformational/generative distinction, and especially their defense of a tenable conformational 
perspective, runs parallel to many of the issues at hand. Indeed, Hepokoski and Darcy seek to determine how a 
collection of particular compositions mutually establish and consequently play off of an emergent type. While 
both the repertoire and textual focus of the various authors of the so-called òNew Formenlehreó differ from 
my own project, their methodological resonance with my work affords some unexpected insights: I apply their 
notion of defaults to referents in Chapter 4. 
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with Carolyn Abbateõs (2004) argument for a drastic attitude, focusing on musicõs sounding 

materiality as contingent upon human bodies, rather than a gnostic, text-based interpretive 

mode. Under such frameworks, the act itself that may properly be considered the work, and 

in this way jazz performances, not tunes, are the works of jazz. Stefan Love (2016) 

convincingly takes this one step further by arguing that it is not jazz performances generally 

but rather solos that are at the center of critical attention. For Love, solos help further 

subvert the work paradigm by not being replicable; he argues that it is acts, not works, that 

are most valued in the jazz tradition. Andrew Kania (2011) even more provocatively suggests 

that, because performances are not òreidentifiable in multiple instancesó (400), there simply 

are no artworks in jazz. He argues that such an argument need not devalue jazz, but rather 

ought to highlight the value placed on the ephemerality of improvisation. Yet this 

proposition throws the baby out with the bathwater: Jazz tunes may not be works, but they 

nonetheless play a crucial role in any ontological model of jazz, a role which finds no 

explication in eschewing the concept of work identity altogether. It seems that, for Kania, 

the cultural valuation of works is what stands in the way of locating a composed work in jazz 

practice. 

Part of what is at issue in discussions of work ontology in jazz is the application of a 

cultural apparatus designed to describe Western concert music to a musical practice that 

does not share the same values. In his recent book, philosopher Eric Lewis has sought to 

find an alternative approach to jazz ontology that emphasizes an Afrological (as opposed to 

a Eurological) approach:13 

 

 
13 These terms were introduced by improviser and musicologist George Lewis to distinguish between modes of 
improvisational practice. For more on the distinction and its implications, see Lewis (1996). 
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é an Afrological ontology of music invites us to reconsider the almost exclusive 

interest in the work/performance relation found in traditional ontology of music, 

instead suggesting that we look more at the performance/performance and 

performance/work relations. That is to say, Afrological ontologies of music tend to 

start with and prioritize performances, unlike Eurological ontologies, which start 

with the musical work concept (Lewis 104ð105). 

 

Lewisõs book represents an important step forward in reevaluating the ontology of 

jazz from the bottom up, with a focus on the central role of improvisation in jazz practice, 

the varied reception of jazz, and the legal and economic stakes involved in ascriptions of 

work status. Particularly important for Lewis is the role of culture in determining what does 

and does not count as the same version of a given piece. For this reason, he is critical of 

determinations of identity driven by analyses of musical structure (Lewis 2019, 108). In his 

discussion of structural determinations of ontological status, Lewis speaks in terms of score 

compliance, a category that does not capture well the musico-structural landscape of a tuneõs 

ontological network. For Lewis, structural determinations are made on the basis of a 

comparison between a given performance and a score. He is correct that this is an 

unreasonable comparison for determinations of ontology, but I would argue that this misses 

the larger point surrounding musico-structural determinations of work identity, for even if 

we do not rely on a problematic, hierarchical relation between score and performance, 

determinations of work ontology that are entirely driven by musico-structural factors still fail 

to understand the ways in which those musico-structural relations are embedded in larger 

social and cultural processes. For our purposes, the question is not so much how musical 

structure determines work (or tune) concepts but rather what role musical structure plays in 

how listeners (including improvisers) conceptualize tunes. 

One way around this problem is to eschew the notion of òworkó and the evaluative 

baggage it invites and to instead reconfigure tunes as musical texts. This change in 
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perspective has several advantages. First, it encourages closer examination of the details of 

the text; second, it opens the jazz tune to investigation through various models and 

methodologies developed by literary theorists (see Chapter 2); and finally, it considers tunes 

not as intangible ideals but as networks of material objects out there in the world. Nicholas 

Cook, for instance, argues for a materialist approach to ontological questions, writing that 

 

[u]nderlying any [cultural] categorisation is some kind of material trace [é] which 

may, or may not, afford a given interpretation. And the role of music theory is to 

model this pattern of affordance in a manner which (unlike the cultural 

categorisation) is open to empirical verification or refutation (Cook 1999, 203). 

 

In order to better engage the particularities of jazz, it will be beneficial to shift our 

focus from abstract questions of higher-order ontology to those surrounding particular 

utterances traced by material texts such as individual scores and recordings. A materialist 

perspective allows us to better survey the nuanced relationships between specific texts. José 

A. Bowen, for instance, notes that each performance of a tune shares features with other 

performances, but no one performance exhibits all essential traits. Lead sheets become a 

practical, yet imperfect, compromise in this crisscrossing ontology. Bowen writes: 

 

In jazz, the lead sheet [é] is an attempt to bring together the essential qualities of 

the work; that is, a theoretical intersection set of all of the performances. But in jazz, 

all of the performances do not share a common set; one can play the tune without 

playing everything on the lead sheet (Bowen 1993, 147). 

 

Thus, while lead sheets are overly summarial and necessarily vague, individual 

performances are not, and cannot be, completely representative of the structures that 

underlie them. Yet, says Bowen, òwhile the lead sheet is an attempt to specify all of the 

characteristics of a jazz tune, it is really just another type of version, performance or 
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utteranceó (1993, 148). Lead sheets (and presumably other similar written documents like 

scored arrangements) therefore come to occupy a space shared by performances and 

recordings as versions. Indeed, the term òversionó features prominently in the discourse 

surrounding jazz tunes and represents a convenient category for conceptualizing the 

relations between tunes. In the context of a jazz tune, we can think of a version as any 

instantiation of the tune, including live or recorded performances, lead sheets, scored 

arrangements, or scored transcriptions.14 The term òversionó carries with it implicit 

connotations of multiplicity, where multiple different versions exist under the banner of a 

single name.15 

To model relationships between versions, Bowen invokes Ludwig Wittgensteinõs 

theory of family resemblances and blurred concepts, resulting in a stratified ontology: On 

one level, family resemblances relate all performances, lead sheets, and other material 

instantiations of a tune to one another, while the tune is, reciprocally, a blurred concept on a 

higher level. This concept is visualized in Example 1.3. 

Cook (1999) arrives at a similarly stratified model in his study of various ornamented 

versions of Arcangelo Corelliõs Sonatas for Violin, Op. 5. By surveying the structural 

relationships between particular ornamented variants, Cook is able to more concretely 

problematize the notion of a definitive, singular work. He claims that, much like the relation 

of variations to a theme, the various ornamented versions of Corelliõs Op. 5 are only 

identical at a deep middleground level, failing to sufficiently account for what may otherwise 

be characteristic surface inflections. Surveying the resemblances of four versions of Corelliõs 

 
14 Live recordings are perhaps the most complex of these version types in part because they render tangible an 
otherwise ephemeral event. For more on the ontology of live recordings in jazz, see Solis (2004) and Elsdon 
(2010; 2013, 8ð11). 
 
15 Despite this, some philosophers model versions as part of a type-token hierarchy; see GarcíaCarril Puy 
(2019). 
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Op. 5 no. 8 (labeled A through D), Cook presents the summarizing visualization shown here 

in Example 1.4, where versions A and B, B and C, and C and D are all closely related by 

similarities across various parameters, but A and D share no such features. He terms the 

result a òmusical ômultitextõ: the network of relationships at the level of the material trace 

which affords cultural ascriptions of work identityó (Cook 1999, 214). 

 

Example 1.3: My visualization of the stratified ontology suggested by Bowen (1993). 

 

 

Example 1.4: Cookõs model of relations between versions of Corelliõs Op. 5, where A, B, C, 

and D represent different versions of the same piece and bolded lines represent shared 

features.16 

 

 

 
16 Adapted from Figure 1 in Cook (1999, 214). 
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Cookõs multitext may be fruitfully applied to jazz tunes by arranging related texts into 

a network. Although he does not adopt Cookõs term, Kane (2018) offers a similar network-

based ontology of jazz standards, where the nodes of the network are concrete versions and 

the edges are differences between them (represented by two kinds of òoperations,ó 

replication and nomination). In this way, jazz tunes are not to be thought of as single objects 

but rather multiplicities, networks of related texts. Networks represent a bottom-up 

alternative to top-down, hierarchical, type/token systems: rather than membership being 

ascribed to a given text by instantiating a fixed type, the category is determined by the very 

relations that make up the network. Membership in such a category may be somewhat 

ambiguous, with some versions being more or less typical.17 

Network-based conceptions are appealing because of how they account for the 

ontologically thick detail of performances and recordings. But this approach only works if 

we observe the network from a distance, tracing relations between existing texts like 

archeologists constructing history from loosely related artifacts. We would do better to 

situate the jazz tune in its many natural environments: local jam sessions, jazz clubs and 

theatres, classrooms and practice rooms of jazz conservatories and university departments, 

home stereos, car radios, the earbuds of streaming service subscribers, and more. In these 

contexts, listeners engage closely with a selection of versions, limiting the network to just a 

few texts.  

The notion of a network of versions also conflicts with the way that jazz musicians 

talk about tunes. A jazz musician would not say òletõs create a new version of ôStella by 

Starlight,õó but rather simply òletõs play ôStella by Starlight.õó It likewise seems improbable 

 
17 This graded conception of category membership resembles theories of prototypes (see Chapters 4 and 5) and 
fuzzy sets. For more on the relationship between fuzzy set theory and musical ontology, see Wallentinsen 
(2017, 67ð130). 
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that jazz musicians conceptualize tunes as multiplicities, since recollecting so many versions 

at once throughout an improvised performance would require the use of an enormous 

amount of attention, leaving less attention to spend on improvised utterances and 

interaction. Instead, Berliner suggests that musicians often understand tunes as singular, 

inherently flexible prototypes of harmonic structures (1994, 76ð88).18  

 

A Conceptual Model of Jazz Tunes 

 

From all of this ontological complexity, then, a paradox seems to emerge: the jazz tune 

appears to be on the one hand a singularity (the tune òStella by Starlightó) and on the other a 

multiplicity (the many versions of òStella by Starlightó). It is my contention that embracing 

this paradox will allow us to come to a better, more complete understanding of what jazz 

tunes are, how they are understood by improvisers and audiences, and how they may be 

engaged by music theorists and analysts. I argue that a sufficient understanding of the 

ontological and conceptual status of the jazz tune requires us to step back and situate tunes 

as the products of various poietic and esthesic processes. A jazz tune is not a singular entity 

that is òout there in the world,ó a stable, fixed object able to be observed in the same state at 

all times. Neither is it only a òthinó work (c.f. Davies 2001), nor exclusively a thick network 

of versions related by replication and nomination (c.f. Kane 2018). Tunes are ontologically 

complex and conceptually variegated; we can only faithfully model their ontological status 

and conceptualization if we properly contextualize them within the large-scale cultural 

processes that reify them in their varying forms. A cyclical, processual model of the jazz tune 

 
18 The accounts of musicians presented throughout Berliner (1994, especially Chapter 3) help confirm this 
conceptualization.  
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concept is shown in Example 1.5. This model is the central pillar of this dissertation and 

serves as an organizational scheme for the chapters that follow. 

 

Example 1.5: My cyclical, processual model of the jazz tune concept. This figure serves as 

the central unifying model of this dissertation. 

 

 

The model begins with a thick network of existing versions of a tune; each of the 

squares in Example 1.5 may represent a recording, lead sheet, arrangement, and so on. 

Chapter 2 begins by examining how such networks may be conceptualized. Borrowing 

terminology from sketch studies and the literary field of genetic criticism, I call this network 

of versions an òavant-texte.ó Roughly translating to òpre-text,ó an avant-texte is a network of 

existing versions from which improvisers draw. By analyzing the relations between various 

versions of a given tune, we can gain a sense of the overlapping contexts that inform an 

improviserõs conception of the tune.  

Chapter 3 examines the process by which improvisers become familiar with one or 

multiple versions from the avant-texte and form a referent for the piece. Adopting a concept 
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familiar to most jazz musicians, I call this process of referent formation transcription. 

Improvisers transcribe a tuneõs structure consciously and unconsciously, using both verbatim 

and gist memory, while engaging with different versions of the tune. In order to better 

understand how this process works, I became familiar with several tunes with which I was 

previously unfamiliar, selecting recordings to listen to and lead sheets to play and taking 

notes throughout the process as my referent formed. This study yielded interesting and at 

times surprising results that reveal how difficult it can be to predict how musical structure is 

encoded into memory.  

Chapter 4 focuses on the nature of referents. I argue that a tune-referent is best 

understood as an improviserõs own personal understanding of a tuneõs structure, held in 

memory, and acts as their guide to playing the tune during the moment of improvisation.19 

Referents are further shown to be prototypes, consisting of various kinds of referent features 

and levels of defaults. The particularities of tune-referents are therefore specific to each 

individual improviser and may or may not be shared with other improvisers. When features 

are shared between different referents, they often represent stock patterns and formulas that 

can be used to more quickly grasp the structure of many different tunes. In Chapter 5, I 

theorize these shared features as musical schemata, contending that, when taken as a whole, 

tune-referents and their component schemata may be thought of as flexible conceptual maps, 

subjective mappings of musical structure that capture some of the flexibility inherent in 

prototypes. These conceptual maps are grounded in the tuneõs avant-texte and emerge in part 

from the features shared by different versions with which the improvisers become familiar; 

because of this, improvisers who are playing together will develop different referents, 

 
19 Throughout this dissertation, I occasionally use the term òtune-referentó to differentiate this specific kind of 
referent (that of a jazz tune) from the broader category of possible referent types. In unambiguous contexts, 
however, I will use the term òreferentó to mean tune-referents. 
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meaning that the structure of the tune must be negotiated in the act of interactive 

improvisation.  

A complete improvisation, generated from the process described throughout 

Chapters 2ð5, represents a new version, which in turn may become part of the tuneõs avant-

texte network. Complete versions are arguably the most common objects of jazz analysis. In 

Chapter 6, I reflect on what it means to analyze a jazz tune and suggest that approaching this 

issue from the perspective of an improviser helps foster productive attitudes towards 

analysis. In particular, I advocate for Chris Stoverõs notion of analysis as multiplicity as a means 

of accounting for the varied subjective views that together construct a jazz tuneõs identity. 

The model developed throughout this dissertation is primarily concerned with the 

ways in which jazz improvisers engage with tunes. However, the familiar notion of òthe 

listeneró will continually crop up from time to time. In general, I most frequently use the 

term òlisteneró to refer to potential general listeners, including audience members at a live 

jazz performance and people listening to recordings in various circumstances. Their 

experiences can vary widely, ranging from those with little to no familiarity with the 

conventions of jazz performance and style to those who are themselves accomplished jazz 

musicians. Improvisers are also listeners; the fact that listening experiences are brought to 

bear on improvisational actions creates a feedback loop central to many studies of interactive 

improvisation (Hodson 2007; Michaelsen 2013a, 2019).20 

 
20 Because the category of òlisteneró is so broad, it becomes difficult to generalize about the kinds of 
experiences listeners may or may not have. For example, a listener who lacks knowledge about the headðsolosð
head format that guides most performances of tunes may fail to grasp that the repeating harmonic, formal, and 
metric content across a given performance, making the construction of a referent rather difficult and limited. 
Similarly, some parts of the model do not apply equally well to all kinds of listeners: while most knowledgeable, 
enculturated listeners will become familiar with a variety of versions and form a referent for a tune, those who 
are not improvisers are unlikely to transcribe the tune in as much detail as improvisers. For purposes of scope, 
my treatment of the broader category òlistenersó is mostly focused on relatively knowledgeable, enculturated 
listeners. 



23 
 

 
 

Chapter 2 

Avant-textes 

 

Jerome Kernõs òAll the Things You Areó has enjoyed a lengthy and varied history extending 

far beyond its initial appearance in the 1939 Broadway musical Very Warm for May. 

Distinctive features like the descending fifths sequence that begins each of its A sections, 

recurring tonicizations of local mediants, and a neatly voice-led compound melody, all help 

make the tune instantly recognizable. Yet very few listeners who are familiar with Kernõs 

composition are likely to know the words of the song, written by Oscar Hammerstein II, nor 

the distinctive and sharply contrasting opening verse. 

This is in part because Kernõs original composition is less known than the many jazz 

renditions recorded over the years. When performed by jazz musicians, the features of òAll 

the Things You Areó differ widely from those of the initial Broadway production. Kernõs 

introductory verse (Example 2.1) is nearly always eliminated; instead, jazz renditions 

frequently begin with a short introduction composed by Dizzy Gillespie (Example 2.2).1 

While Kernõs original chorus melody (Example 2.3) will typically be present, it is usually 

played loosely, often with improvised gestures filling in the spaces between melodic phrases. 

The harmony too will frequently undergo revision, with chord substitutions and 

interpolations altering, whether subtly or radically, the unfolding musical fabric. Despite 

these changes, most listeners will register such interpretations as clear instantiations of the 

tune òAll the Things You Areó: none of these alterations to Kernõs original composition are 

 
1 This introduction also appears before Billy Eckstineõs 1944 recording òGood Jelly Bluesó (on which Gillespie 
played) and may have been intended as a parody of Sergei Rachmaninoffõs famous Prelude Op. 3 No. 2; see 
Deveaux (1999, 342). As Henry Martin notes, the two chords in the intro of òGood Jelly Bluesó differ not by a 
half step but a whole step; see Martin (forthcoming). 
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considered especially unusual, and many listeners may not even be aware that they constitute 

alterations at all. Indeed, these òremembered innovationsó may over time become part of the 

tuneõs very identity.2 Countless jazz musicians have contributed their own innovations to the 

tune. Some of these are recorded, while others are lost to the ephemerality of improvised live 

music. Some innovations are carefully studied, practiced, and internalized; others are 

forgotten entirely. When jazz improvisers select a tune to play, they necessarily engage with 

the innovations that they remember, cutting selectively across the tuneõs history in order to 

craft a unique improvised performance.3 

 Productively engaging with the complexity of a tuneõs history is no easy task. The 

sum total of a tuneõs versions can hardly be collated together neatly in a single score for 

study, and the dense technological and commercial mediation of a tuneõs dissemination 

through recordings, lead sheets, and arrangements often produces sprawling, crisscrossing 

paths of influence throughout history. This complexity makes a chronological study of a 

tune difficult, if not impossible, to undertake with any clarity.4 Instead, the analyst becomes 

engulfed in a sea of recordings, lead sheets, and other documents, searching if not for a 

definitive version then for some consensus, a clear narrative of the existing interpretations of 

the tune.  

But music analysts are not alone in this struggle. Literary scholars have faced a 

similar problem when dealing with an authorõs drafts, where similar issues of creativity,  

 
2 The term òremembered innovationsó is borrowed from Bowen (1993, 164). 

3 This process may also be framed through Henry Louis Gates Jr.õs influential concept of òSignfiyin(g),ó as first 
noted in Gates (1988, 63ð64). Several subsequent studies have further applied Gatesõs theory to the ways in 
which jazz improvisers interpret jazz tunes and interact with their varied histories; see especially Walser (1993), 
Monson (1996), and Zbikowski (2002, 223ð242). 

4 The mediation of jazz performances is discussed in Born (2005) and Kane (2018). Both of these accounts are 
examined in more detail below. Mediation is discussed by Kane in even greater detail in Kane (forthcoming). 
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Example 2.1: Excerpt of the introductory verse of òAll the Things You Areó (Kern and 

Hammerstein II) .5 

 

 

Example 2.2: A frequently played introduction to òAll the Things You Are,ó likely composed 

by Dizzy Gillespie.6 

 

 

 
5 Adapted from Kern et al. (1955). 

6 Adapted from The Real Book, Vol. 1, Sixth Edition (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 2004), 22.  



26 
 

 
 

Example 2.3: Excerpt of the chorus of òAll the Things You Areó (Kern and Hammerstein 

II) .7 

 

 

intention, perception, and ontology swirl amongst the materials of a workõs genesis, 

enveloping it in a haze seemingly impenetrable by straightforward analysis. Genetic criticism, 

a subfield of literary studies oriented around the study of how texts come to be, has 

developed the notion of an avant-texte (French for òpre-textó) to denote a network of 

sketches, edits, and drafts that represent the genesis of a text. 8 This concept has already seen 

significant interest in musical sketch studies.9 In the present chapter, however, I argue that 

 
7 Adapted from Kern et al., The Jerome Kern Songbook. 

8 Although some scholars use the English translations òpretextó or òpre-text,ó most translations retain the 
original French term to avoid confusion with other familiar definitions of the English term òpretext.ó 

9 See for example Kinderman and Jones (2009), Kinderman (2012), and Sallis (2015). 
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the concept of avant-texte can also be used to clarify issues surrounding the relationship 

between improvisation and musical texts. By conceiving of the histories of jazz tunes as 

avant-textes, we can begin to more clearly trace the ways in which tunes change shape over 

time and glean a sense of how improvisers conceptualize such texts and their manifold 

mediations. I begin by expanding on the notion of avant-texte as it has developed in genetic 

criticism and exploring how it may elucidate the ontological and conceptual status of jazz 

compositions, especially inasmuch as they constitute referents for improvisation.10 

Examining the resonances between avant-textes and network-based ontologies of musical 

works, I develop a model of jazz ontology as the tracing of the nodes and edges of an avant-

texte network to create referents for improvisation. As a case study, I examine several well-

known performances of Kernõs òAll the Things You Are,ó detailing the ways in which they 

each engage with and relate to the tuneõs history.  

 

Avant-Textes and Networks 

 

Genetic criticism is a branch of literary studies developed around the writings of Louis Hay 

that concerns itself with the genesis of texts, as gleaned through the examination of 

manuscripts, drafts, and other similar sources.11 Jean Bellemin-Noël (1972) introduced the 

notion of avant-texte as a way of differentiating between a finished work and the versions that 

led to it. Bellemin-No±lõs term has been widely embraced by genetic critics, emerging as a 

foundational pillar of the field. Although authors disagree on the nuances of the termõs 

 
10 Referents are discussed in more detail in Chapters 3, 4, and 5.  

11 For an overview of the field, see Deppman et al. (2004). 



28 
 

 
 

meaning, the concept is most frequently used to connect the creative process to existing 

material traces in the form of incomplete or unfinished texts. 

Musicologist William Kinderman compares the relationships of a text and its avant-

texte to the visible and submerged parts of an iceberg (Example 2.4): the finished work floats 

visibly above the surface of the water, while the workõs massive avant-texte sits underneath it, 

hidden beneath the waves (Kinderman 2012, 15ð42). Although the òfinaló text is more easily 

seen, it would not exist without the submerged avant-texte, which constitutes the final textõs 

conditions of possibility.  

 

Example 2.4: Avant-texte as the submerged portion of an iceberg. 

 

 

The dichotomy that emerges here between text and avant-texte may be misleading, 

however. Rather than impose a strict distinction between the two categories, Maureen 

Ramsden uses the term as a way to problematize the very notion of completeness. 

According to Ramsden, completed texts may be seen as òa chance occurrence, as simply the 
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end, one possible end, of a series of avant-textesó (2002, 40).12 Understood in this way, avant-

textes highlight the open-ended, never-finished nature of texts. In literature and in composed 

Western art music, where the òcompleteó text is sometimes construed as a material trace 

such as a manuscript or score, the avant-texte serves in part to explain the poietic process that 

leads to that particular trace, but also to disrupt the assumed stability of the work by casting 

the written trace as a òchance occurrence,ó suggesting other endpoints would not only have 

been possible, but also equally valid. 

Although developed to model the genesis of relatively fixed texts, I argue that the 

notion of an always-incomplete text resonates even more strongly with the concept of the 

jazz tune. Standards like òAll the Things You Areó are renegotiated by improvisers each time 

they are performed, and essential features change and evolve over time; tunes are, to some 

extent, always in the process of becoming. Individual performances may occasionally 

become fixed as recordings or transcriptions, but the òrealizationó or òcompletionó of a tune 

is always ephemeral. A complete performance of a jazz standard does not thereafter define 

the tune; the performance is complete, but the tune has simply acquired more innovations and 

variations, which may or may not be recorded or remembered, while reinforcing other 

aspects of the tuneõs structure. As soon as one performance is complete, though, another 

instantiation waits on the horizon.13 

It would be misleading to construe these renegotiations as unfolding teleologically 

over time. Rather, avant-textes are better conceived as atemporal accumulations of 

compositional and improvisational choices that delimit the boundaries of an improvisational 

 
12 A similar view is espoused by Peter Eldson in his study on jazz recordings when he writes that òthe history 
of [John Coltraneõs] òChasinõ the Traneó begins rather than ends with the [initial] 1962 Vanguard recordingó (2010, 
157, emphasis added). 

13 This cyclical process is discussed by Georgina Born as the result of the commodification of recorded 
improvisations; see Born (2005, 27).  
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possibility space: as Bellemin-No±l writes about the genetic method, genetic critics òdo not 

reconstitute the sequential history of a creation, [they] explore an environment of wordsó 

(2004, 31). Conceiving of tunes as avant-textes allows us to navigate this environment of 

materials not as a temporally bound sequence of texts but as an open-ended network, where 

the tuneõs identity is always expanding outward.  

Networks have long been employed by philosophers as a non-essentialist means of 

modeling ontology.14 Recently, Brian Kane has persuasively argued for an ontology of jazz 

standards oriented around networks, even going so far as to claim that, in jazz, òthe musical 

work is a networkó (2018, 524, emphasis in original). In Kaneõs model, versions represent 

nodes in a network, while edges represent acts of replication.15 In this ontology, no òthinó 

work emerges:16 there is only a òthickó network of material traces in the form of written and 

recorded versions.17 This network-based ontology resembles models developed by José 

Bowen and Nicholas Cook, where related musical texts share no set of essential features and 

instead relate to one another only by Wittgensteinian family resemblances.18 By thinking in 

 
14 Particularly influential examples of network-based ontological models in music scholarship include the 
concepts of òfamily resemblanceó (Wittgenstein 1953, Cook 1999, and Bowen 1993), òrhizomeó (Deleuze and 
Guattari [1980] 1987), and actor-network theory (for an introduction, see Latour 2005; for a musicological 
discussion, see Piekut 2014). Although these models all have much to offer, a fuller engagement of their 
potential in modeling networks of versions of jazz tunes is outside the scope of the present work.  

15 Kaneõs account of replication is drawn from the work of Whiteney Davis. According to Davis, replication 
describes òthe sequential production of similar material morphologies ... that are substitutable for one another 
in specific social contexts of useó (Davis 1996, 1). As Kane acknowledges, it also bears resemblance to 
Georgina Bornõs (2005) account of the social and technological mediation of works in jazz. 

16 Kane hints at a more nuanced account when he writes that òa standard is not (or not simply) a thin work but rather 
a thick musical networkó (2018, 524, emphasis in original). 

17 The terms òthickó and òthinó are developed in reference to ontological status in Davies (2001). Davies uses 
these terms to describe the extent to which works are more or less determinate, respectively. Kane positions his 
ontological model against òrealistó ontologies, as characterized by Daviesõs account. 

18 See Bowen (1993) and Cook (1999). Bowenõs model, which Kane acknowledges as a precedent, is implicitly 
two-tiered, with a thick network of family resemblances giving rise to a thin òblurred conceptó (Bowen 1993, 
147). Bowen (2015) follows up on his earlier work with a near-exhaustive tracing of the recorded history of 
òBody and Soul.ó Cookõs model, which he reluctantly but provocatively calls a multitext, is developed to 



31 
 

 
 

terms of networksñnetworks of versions, networks of compositional materials, networks of 

composers, improvisers, and listenersñwe avoid potentially problematic characterizations of 

change as evolution and progress.  

If we take seriously Kaneõs claim that jazz tunes are constituted, at least in part, by 

networks of versions, it follows that a genetic study of a tune involves tracing this network.19 

Drawing on categories devised by Jean Bellemin-Noël, Pierre-Marc de Biasi (2004, 43) 

suggests a methodology for genetic critics that focuses on the relationship between avant-texte 

networks and the completed works that emerge from them; I visualize this tripartite model 

in Example 2.5. The so-called òdefinitiveó Manuscript stands at one end of the spectrum, 

complete and as fixed as it will ever be.20 The Manuscript stands in opposition to a dossier of 

òrough drafts and other draft documents that were used to conceive and produce the workó 

(ibid.). This dossier is organized and interpreted by the genetic critic. Such acts of 

organization and interpretation, for de Biasi, constitute the avant-texte, in the sense that the 

analytical observations made comprise a study of the genesis of the work. In my visualization 

of de Biasiõs model, I represent this conception of the avant-texte as a network where the 

nodes pre-exist the avant-texte, but the edges emerge only as a result of agential intervention. 

By casting the network of versions of a given tune as an avant-texte, we are able to 

mobilize the methodological strategies of genetic criticism in the service of tracing a jazz 

tuneõs pluralistic identity. Indeed, the term avant-texte carries implicit connotations that the 

 
describe the relationship between various graces on Corelliõs Violin Sonatas, Op. 5, yet has many resonances 
with jazz practice.  

19 Kane argues as much when he writes that òto follow a standard is to trace its network of replicationsó (2018, 
519).  

20 Although de Biasi stipulates that the Manuscript must be òfixed, reproduced, and publishedó (de Biasi 2004, 
43), the absolute fixity of a text seems unnecessary and contradicts the calls many scholars have made in favor 
of problematizing fixity. It may, instead, be better to think of the Manuscript as not necessarily reproduced but 
replicable (cf. Kane 2018, Davis 1996), not fixed but fluid (see Bryant 2002). 
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more significant, òcompleteó texts of jazz are not scores or already-extant recordings, but 

rather future performances influenced by those scores and recordings. By considering the 

existing network of scores and performances as methodologically prior to some postulated 

performance, we ensure that the ultimate focus of our analysis is on the improvisatory 

practices of jazz rather than on a canon of fixed works. This also helps to clarify the role 

scores and recordings play in the always-already ongoing, cyclic process of version creation 

and commodification emphasized by Born (2005): existing scores and recordings influence 

the creation of new performances, which in turn may become fixed and disseminated as 

recordings, entering the avant-texte and potentially going on to influence later performances. 

In other words, the improvised performance, which most frequently serves as the locus of 

critical attention in jazz, exists in the liminal space between the avant-texte and the text.21 

 

Example 2.5: My visualization of de Biasiõs (2004) tripartite model. 

 

 
21 This point is significant to the ongoing inquiry of work ontology since, as Andrew Kania argues, the locus of 
critical attention ought to be the center of any ontological account of artworks; see Kania (2011, 397). 
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In much genetic criticism, as in musical sketch studies, the Manuscript of Example 

2.5 is a relatively fixed object.22 But in jazz, the Manuscript itself is slippery and fluid. There 

is no single definitive version of a tune, and any attempt at fixing one (as many fakebook 

lead sheets arguably endeavor to do) will inevitably result in an incomplete compromise.23 

Instead, it is the dossier that is more concrete, featuring fixed recordings and scores.24 

Connecting the dots between these documents by determining the precise nature of each 

edge in the network allows us to sketch a clearer image of the unknown Manuscript, to 

better understand how contradictory drafts may be reconciled against one another. 

Construed in this way, however, the genetic project risks becoming too comprehensive to be 

practical. After all, constructing an avant-texte that is truly complete would involve 

documenting and transcribing every material trace, which in the case of a jazz tune would 

include every recorded performance of a tune, along with every lead sheet in every existing 

fakebook, every known arrangement, every published transcription, and so on. All of these 

traces additionally involve what G®rard Genette ([1979] 1992) calls òtranstextualó data, such 

as intertextual relations, pre-learned improvisational formulae, written notations, and other 

contextual information that may or may not contribute to the identity of the text.  

Where should we locate the borders of our study, and how wide and porous should 

they be? One practical way to begin is by limiting our dossier to only those documents 

(represented primarily by versions of the tune, whether recordings, lead sheets, 

arrangements, or remembered performances) featuring the title of the tune in question. Yet 

 
22 Whether or not the stability of the final work can be disputed, there often stands a relatively fixed text in the 
position of the Manuscript. 

23 Bowen writes that òwhile the lead sheet is an attempt to specify all of the characteristics of a jazz tune, it is 
really just another type of version, performance or utteranceó (1993, 148). 

24 Although these recordings and lead sheets may go on to influence an improviserõs referent, they are fixed as 
part of the avant-texte and only become flexible during the process of transcription (see Chapter 3). 
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even titles can pose problems thanks to the common occurrence of contrafacts, tunes that 

replicate another tuneõs chord progression but replace the melody. If the harmonic contents 

of two tunes are identical but their titles and head melodies are different, do they belong in 

one anotherõs avant-texte? Because the only substantial difference between a contrafact and 

the tune on which it is based is usually the head melody, the two documents may be said to 

be related by more than mere intertextuality. In the case of òAll the Things You Are,ó 

contrafacts range from new melodies pasted onto the existing chord progression and named 

differently (e.g., Charlie Parkerõs òBirds of Paradise,ó Dexter Gordonõs òBoston Bernie,ó 

Tadd Dameronõs òJabero,ó and Mal Waldronõs òAnatomyó) and arrangements that are titled 

with puns on the original name (e.g., Hal Galperõs òAll the Things You Arenõt,ó Bill Evansõs 

òAre You All the Things,ó and Charles Mingusõs òAll the Things You Could Be by Now If 

Sigmund Freudõs Wife Was Your Motheró). For Kane, such documents are related by 

replication, but not nomination, resulting in a contrafactual relationship that may or may not 

be considered part of the larger identity of the tune (2018, 522). Titles are just one among 

many aspects of what Genette (1987) terms òparatexts,ó constituted by parameters which, 

while not typically considered part of the text itself, facilitate access to its content and 

influence its reading. The paratext of a recording of a jazz tune might include, for instance, 

cover artwork, liner notes, dedications, information such as the record label, pressing (e.g., 

test pressing, original pressing, reissue, etc.), track numbers, and position in a setlist or 

tracklist. In the case of a lead sheet, paratextual information could extend to notation style 

(neatly typewritten or hastily handwritten), position within a collection (such as the Real 

Book or other themed fake books), genre descriptions, and so on.25  

 
25 For more on fakebooks and their histories, especially the notorious underground publication known as the 
Real Book, see Kernfeld (2006). 
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As such considerations come into focus, the line between what òcountsó and what 

does not becomes increasingly difficult to negotiate. Indeed, Philip Gossett argues that a 

comprehensive genetic study of a work would not only be impractical, it would be 

impossible and even uninteresting, for it would have little to say outside of its 

comprehensiveness. Gossett quips that  

 

while we can learn an enormous amount from individual studies, the task of 

assembling the entire genetic history of any given òworkó é may be beyond us. I 

know how much I have learned about La forza del destino by investigating elements of 

its genesis, but could I ever produce a complete genetic critique of the opera? And if 

I did, would anyone read it? (Gossett 2009, 218).  

 

For Gossett, the value of such a project comes from smaller observations made 

along the way, not from the comprehensive, holistic nature of the project. It may therefore 

be beneficial to understand avant-textes not as exhaustive lists of related sources, but rather as 

critical arrangements of (some of) those documents. In this sense, avant-textes are subjective; 

every listener develops their own avant-texte for a given tune, which may change as the 

listener becomes familiar with new versions and/or reinterprets relations between versions.  

Deppman et al. write that the term avant-texte òalways carries with it the assumption that the 

material of textual genetics is not a given but rather a critical construction elaborated in 

relation to a postulated terminalñso called definitiveñstate of the workó (2004, 8). 

Understanding avant-textes as critical postulationsñthings that are produced by scholars in 

order to examine a particular aspect of a workñensures that the enterprise is not only more 

practical but that analyses have something to contribute. In this way, we shift our focus from 

the daunting and perhaps futile quest to comprehensively account for a work and its entire 

genesis to tracing aspects of that genesis that gradually color in the wider pictureñto, as 
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Thomas Clifton puts it, uncover òsome essences rather than the essenceó of a text (1983, 99, 

emphasis added). 

In order to narrow our study, it may be useful to limit our dossier to a number of 

well known and/or demonstrably influential documents. For òAll the Things You Are,ó this 

dossier might include especially popular recordings like those by Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie 

Parker, Sonny Rollins and Coleman Hawkins, and the Bill Evans Trio alongside the lead 

sheets from both the illegal (fifth) and legal (sixth) editions of The Real Book, Vol. 1.26 Such 

an approach may, however, fail to account for more atypical utterances; for this reason it will 

be useful to contrast these against versions that are especially idiosyncratic and therefore 

appear to tug at the boundaries of identity. Kris Davisõs 2011 solo recording, which begins 

pointilistically and bears little resemblance to Kernõs tune until the end of the recording, is a 

radical case (and will be discussed in more detail below), but we might also include in this 

category those versions that feature notable reharmonizations and metric alterations, such as 

recordings by Brad Mehldau and Gerald Clayton. Example 2.6 shows a dossier of 

documents, arranged chronologically. Determining the network of relations formed by the 

documents in this dossier would, following de Biasiõs model (Example 2.5), allow us to 

create an avant-texte, helping us to reveal some common traits of the Manuscript while tracing 

innovations and reinscriptions of those innovations.  

 

 
26 The use of consistent metrics for determining popularity and influence poses a tough, though not 
insurmountable, problem. While we might use hard data like record sales, radio and streaming service plays or 
views, and fakebook or lead sheet sales, these versions have all become known through different means of 
access. In addition, many members of the jazz community would likely have trouble identifying the 
circumstances through which they became exposed to each version. If all of this makes proving popularity 
difficult, proving influence is even more challenging. I argue, however, that influence, rather than popularity, is 
not only the more important of these questions, but also the more tangible for the purposes of the present 
project, in that influence may be suggested by tracing similarities between the idiosyncrasies of particular 
versions. 
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Example 2.6: Dossier of documents under consideration. 

Artist/  

Author 

Album/  

Collection 
Personnel 

Released/ 

Published 
Format 

Dizzy 

Gillespie 

All the Things You 

Are/Dizzy 

Atmosphere  

Dizzy Gillespie (t) 

Charlie Parker (as) 

Clyde Hart (p) 

Remo Palmieri (g) 

Slam Stewart (b) 

Cozy Cole (d) 

1945 Studio 

recording 

Bill Evans At Shellyõs Manne-

Hole 

Bill Evans (p) 

Chuck Israels (b) 

Larry Bunker (d) 

1963 Live recording 

Sonny 

Rollins 

and 

Coleman 

Hawkins 

Sonny Meets Hawk! Sonny Rollins (ts) 

Coleman Hawks (ts) 

Paul Bley (p) 

Bob Cranshaw (b) 

Roy McCurdy (d) 

1963 Studio 

recording 

Unknown The Real Book, Vol. 1 

(5th Edition) 

N/A  c. 1975 Lead sheet 

Brad 

Mehldau 

Art of the Trio 4: Back 

at the Vanguard 

Brad Mehldau (p) 

Larry Grenadier (b) 

Jorge Rossy (d) 

1999 Live recording 

Unknown The Real Book, Vol. 1 

(6th Edition) 

N/A  2007 Lead sheet 

Gerald 

Clayton 

Bond: The Paris 

Sessions 

Gerald Clayton (p) 

Joe Sanders (b) 

Justin Brown (d) 

2010 Studio 

recording 

Kris Davis Aeriol Piano Kris Davis (p) 2011 Studio 

recording 
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Example 2.7 represents the documents in our dossier as nodes of a network, with written 

documents in white and recorded documents shaded grey. Notably, each node in the 

network is connected by an edge. The presence of these edges does not indicate a claim of 

any clear historical connection between the nodes, nor does it suggest that the 

author(s)/artist(s) involved in the making of one node would have been aware of, or 

influenced by, the connected document. Rather, these edges are necessary aspects of the 

network: by virtue of being versions of òAll the Things You Are,ó a connection of some 

kind must be able to be established between each pair of documents. 

 

Example 2.7: Avant-texte network of documents in the dossier shown in Example 2.6. Lead 

sheets are shown in white, recordings in grey. 

 

 

What kinds of relationships might these edges represent? For Kane, edges of the 

network constitute replicated features, aspects shared by both nodes. But edges may also be 

understood in terms of the differences between nodes. This kind of transformational 

approach characterizes relations between nodes as the set of operations needed to map one 
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node onto another.27 Whereas Kaneõs replications emphasize the elements that are carried 

over from one version to another, a transformational approach emphasizes points of 

contention and, potentially, innovation. Ideally, these two perspectives ought to complement 

one another: as we trace through the nodes and edges of the network, we can clarify the 

contributions and idiosyncrasies of each version by focusing alternately on the replications 

and transformations that cohabit the network edges. By focusing on replications, we 

highlight possible lines of influence; by focusing on transformations, we highlight moments 

of difference from which we can draw conflicting conceptualizations of the tune. As we 

trace both replications and transformations, it is important that we do not automatically 

ascribe authorial intention or historical influence to such relations. By doing so, we would be 

confusing difference for innovation and similarity for influence. While the more neutral 

categories of difference and similarity may be used to tease out concrete historical and 

creative relationships, the mere presence of a similarity or difference should not alone be 

used to substantiate such a claim.28 More detailed analysis will always be necessary, and when 

such claims are made they are necessarily critical postulations, hypotheses that in most cases 

cannot be definitively proven.29  

If an avant-texte network is to comprehensively account for all relationships between 

the documents, each edge would represent an enormous number of features. Even the two 

Real Book lead sheets, which carry a relatively small amount of abstract data compared to the 

 
27 This line of thought is indebted to the writings of David Lewin on transformational networks (see especially 
Lewin 1987). 

28 In this sense, the term òreplicationó may be rather problematic, since it would seem to imply that any 
similarities between texts constitute lines of conscious influence.  

29 Although this may at first seem to devalue the work of the analyst, we should be careful not to undervalue 
such critical postulations. In the case of jazz referents, critical postulations are especially helpful since they can 
account for and describe a well-informed prototype of a mental construct comprised primarily of procedural 
knowledge that is otherwise difficult for improvisers to clearly access or articulate. 
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sonically thick recordings, are connected by an edge dense with information.30 These lead 

sheets are compared in Example 2.8, with differences between them summarized in the table 

below. A list of transformations is provided in the rightmost column of the table. We should 

note that the emergence of a given document later in history than another does not 

necessarily imply a causal relationship from the earlier-dated document to the later one. In 

the table of Example 2.8, the transformations listed take the fifth edition lead sheet as a 

starting point for ease of reading only.31  

Given the number of similarities between these two lead sheets and the eminent 

comparability of them (e.g., their similar formatting, means of representing melody and 

harmony, one-to-one measure count, and so on), the number of differences and 

transformations cataloged in Example 2.8 is striking.32 Should we wish to compare recorded 

performances, rather than lead sheets, the conditions for comparison become far more 

complex and the differences cataloged much more numerous. 

 

 

 
30 Kane (2018) acknowledges this density as among the disadvantages of network representation, but chooses 
nonetheless to represent standards using such static figures, writing that a network must be òread for what it 
intends to show: a depiction of the fact that inclusion in a network does not require that some essential 
property be present in all of its nodes or edges (525ð526, endnote 19). I argue that networks, static or not, are 
useful for more than demonstrating a basic ontological point, and that conceptualizing edges as dense with 
information helps to convey the complexity of such relationships, even if closer analyses require us to bracket 
out a large portion of the information represented by each edge.  

31 In this particular case, the sixth edition of The Real Book was conceived in part as a corrective to what many 
feel are errors in the fifth edition. In fact, this is one of the few relationships between documents that can be 
said to straightforwardly corrective. However, the choices made by the sixth edition are still mediated by many 
other documents, some appearing earlier than the fifth edition, so we should still be careful not to characterize 
such transformations as strictly corrective. 

32 Some of the differences cataloged in Example 2.8 (e.g., the enharmonic respelling in mm. 23ð24, the melodic 
anticipation in mm. 17 and 21) are so small as to seem negligible. Yet such differences still arguably blur the 
identity of the tune, especially the ways in which it may be conceptualized, and therefore contribute to the 
difficulty of pinning down a definitive version.  
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Example 2.8: Differences between the lead sheets for òAll the Things You Areó from the 

Fifth (underground) and Sixth (legal) editions of The Real Book, Vol. 1. 

 Fifth Ed. lead sheet Sixth Ed. lead sheet Transformation 

Intro? No intro Gillespie intro Intro added 

m. 14, first half Melody: Quarter-note 

triplet 

 

Harmony: D7 

Melody: Quarter-eighth-

eighth  

 

Harmony: A-7b5  

Melody: Rhythmic 

transformation  

 

Harmony: Local V embellished 

as iiðV 

m. 16, second 

half 

Harmony: Gmaj7 Harmony: E7#9 Harmony: Anticipatory V7/ii 

added  

m. 17, first half Melody: Half-note D Melody: Dotted-quarter 

D, eighth C 

Melody: C anticipated, rhythmic 

transformation 

m. 21 Melody: Half-note B, 

half-note A 

 

Harmony: F#-7 

Melody: Dotted-quarter 

B, eighth A, half A 

 

Harmony: F#-7b5  

Melody: A anticipated, rhythmic 

transformation 

 

Harmony: Major iiðV changed to 

minor iiðV 

m. 23 Melody: Ab  Melody: G# Melody: Enharmonic respelling 

m. 24 Melody: Ab; C+7 Melody: G#; C7#5 Melody: Enharmonic respelling; 

chord symbol style changed33 

m. 30 Harmony: Db-7 Harmony: Gb7(13) Harmony: Harmonic 

substitution34  

mm. 34ð35 Melody: G5-Ab5  Melody: G4-Ab4 Melody: Transposition down an 

octave. 

m. 36 Melody: Ab 

 

Harmony: (G7-C7) 

Melody: Rest 

 

Harmony: (G-7b5-C7b9) 

Melody: Note shortened 

 

Harmony: Chain of applied 

dominants replaced with minor iið

V. 

 
33 Notably, a dominant seventh chord with a #5 tension indicated could be interpreted differently than an 
òaugmentedó dominant seventh chord, although it seems likely that the authors of the sixth edition of The Real 
Book simply wanted to replace the somewhat ambiguous augmented dominant chord symbol with a more 
widely accepted, standardized one.  

34 This transformation is notable in part because it continues the circle-of-fifths sequence of the first two A 
sections instead of sliding to the minor subdominant, similar to what Steven Laitz terms a òHollywood 
cadenceó (Laitz 2012, 429ð430). The harmony of this measure is the subject of further inquiry below.  
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Example 2.9 shows a transcription of the first sixteen bars of the head of the Bill 

Evans Trioõs 1963 recording of òAll the Things You Areó at Shellyõs Manne-Hole. 

Compared against the abstract chord symbols of the lead sheets in Fig. 8, the transcription 

shows a great deal more information, both in the particulars of pitch and rhythm of the 

melody and in the realization of the chords. There are a number of notable differences that 

emerge between the lead sheets and this live performanceñthe Dbmaj7 in m. 5 is replaced 

by a D-7b5, the Ebmaj7 in m. 12 is replaced by a iiðV to the Abmaj7 in m. 13, a #11 is 

brazenly emphasized in the Gmaj7 chord found in mm. 15ð16ñbut a comprehensive 

account of these differences is both impractical and, for many of the more minute 

differences, rather uninteresting. More thorough analysis is necessary to differentiate 

noteworthy replications and transformations. This methodological step mirrors the analytical 

intervention of the genetic critic in constructing the avant-texte (bridging stages I and II in 

Example 2.5), sifting through the transcribed òdraftsó and searching for developments that 

reveal creative decisions and lines of influence. However, casting this step as a simple act of 

analysis glosses over one of the most intimidating challenges surrounding the use of 

recordings in our dossier: unlike lead sheets, recordings offer a thick sonic structure that 

listeners sift through to hear òthe tune.ó This activity of òlistening-throughó is necessary if 

we wish to compare two recordings.35  

Disentangling improvised utterances from the referent that helps give rise to them is 

in most cases a challenging task; arriving at a definitive structure is impossible. A referent 

serves as a conceptual map that improvisers track alongside an ongoing improvisation; 

 
35 The notion of òlistening throughó a thick structure to an ontologically thinner one is discussed in Kania 
(2005, 197ð198).  
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Example 2.9: Transcription of mm. 1ð16 of the head statement of the Bill Evans Trioõs 1963 

recording of òAll the Things You Areó at Shellyõs Manne-H ole. 

 

 

referents may therefore be standardized or idiosyncratic, fixed or flexible. Postulating a 

referent for a given performance does not simply involve transcribing the sounding melodies 

and harmonies of the recording and writing them in lead-sheet format. Melodic gestures and 

chord changes often differ between choruses of an individual performance, making it 

difficult to arrive at a single representative lead sheet. Furthermore, each improviser has their 

own referent in mind, and distinguishing one improviserõs referent from another involves in 

many cases an enormous amount of investigative labor. 

Consider the Bill Evans Trioõs use of D-7b5 instead of Dbmaj7 in m. 5 of Example 

2.9: Is this an arrangement that was agreed upon prior to the performance or an improvised 
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substitution? If the latter, who initialized it? Does Israelsõs confident placement of D natural 

on the downbeat of m. 5 indicate a prior arrangement, or was Israels simply familiar with 

Evans playing a D-7b5 in this measure in other performances? If the latter, is it a part of 

Israelsõs referent, or just Evansõs? Does the G in Evansõs left-hand chordal voicing indicate 

that Evans feels an 11th is a crucial part of the sound of the chord in this substitution? Is it a 

conscious doubling of the G in the melody, played by Evansõs right hand? Is it a chordal 

tension thoughtfully added in the moment to emphasize the dissonance of the half-

diminished chord? Or is it simply part of a learned voicing Evans often used for comping 

over half-diminished chords? These questions, which seek to determine the nature of Evans 

and his trioõs creative processes, have implications for the referent, and therefore for our 

construction of an avant-texte, because they necessarily differentiate various improvisational 

strategies from each improviserõs conception of the tune. While most of these questions are 

impossible to answer definitively, they can still help guide an analysis seeking to posit a 

consistent reference point.36 For this reason, it is paramount that an avant-texte analysis finds 

a way to differentiate between layers of the sounding music. Such an activity resembles 

gazing at a palimpsest, a manuscript that has had its content partially scraped away in order 

to make room for new text. 37 By examining this sonic palimpsest, we take into account the 

 
36 We should note that for a referent to be consistent it need not be totally fixed. I account for this textual 
fluidity below through the notions of defaults and schemata. 

37 Benjamin Givan (2002) refers to jazz improvisation as a palimpsest through which we can draw information 
about an improviserõs referent (41); I consider the notion of the palimpsest in more detail in Chapter 3. Givan 
uses the metaphor in order to make sense of jazz performances, where the tune is written over by the 
improviserõs utterances. I offer thanks as well to Philip Duker for the suggestion of a palimpsest as an 
alternative way of thinking about the conceptualization of jazz tunes. 
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ways in which the improvisers seem to construe the tune in order to arrive at a critically 

postulated referent.38  

Differentiation between improvisational choices and referent content often requires 

careful analysis that treats each event as unique and contingent on its context. Generalized 

strategies for such differentiation are therefore difficult to establish, and thus the finer details 

of our analyses must be worked out on an ad hoc basis. Nevertheless, once we have arrived 

at a postulation for a harmony, melodic utterance, or other event, there are a few clues that 

might help us determine the likelihood that the given event represents an aspect of an 

improviserõs referent (or is otherwise part of an arrangement; we will return to this 

distinction below). The rubric shown in Example 2.10 may be used to search for the 

consistent presence of a given event throughout a performance. Following this rubric may 

help us to (1) distinguish the referent from improvised alterations within a given 

performance; (2) determine essential features across multiple versions; and (3) trace trends of 

conceptualization within and across artistsõ oeuvres, historical eras, and styles.39 

Rather than cataloging exhaustively the similarities and/or differences between two 

documents, this rubric allows us to focus on a single feature as a means of determining how 

that feature proliferates through the documents of an avant-texte. To demonstrate this 

process, let us hone in on the harmony of m. 30 in the Bill Evans Trioõs 1963 performance. 

Note that in Example 2.8, the fifth edition of The Real Book is listed as having Db-7 in this  

 

 
38 While it might at first seem that we are committing the intentional fallacy, we should note that we are not 
confusing intention with analytical relevance; rather, we are attempting to approximate the conceptual model 
used by the improviser, which requires engaging with, and perhaps proposing or at least imagining, the ways in 
which certain creative decisions might have been made. 

39 Referents, arrangements, and defaults are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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Example 2.10: Rubric for identifying default referent and arrangement features in a standard 

headðsolosðhead format. 

Does the feature occur in (or is 

it otherwise suggested by) ... 
Yes No 

... one or both head 

statements? 

More likely to be a feature of 

an arrangement and/or all 

improvisersõ referents 

Less likely to be a feature of 

an arrangement and/or all 

improvisersõ referents 

... most or all choruses of 

a given improviserõs solo? 

More likely to be a feature of 

that improviserõs referent 

Less likely to be a feature of 

that improviserõs referent 

... both solo and comping 

parts of the texture? 

More likely to be a feature of 

both soloist and comping 

improviserõs referent 

Less likely to be a feature of 

both soloist and comping 

improviserõs referent 

... multiple improviserõs 

solos? 

More likely to be a feature of 

an arrangement and/or all 

improvisersõ referents 

Less likely to be a feature of 

an arrangement and/or all 

improvisersõ referents 

... multiple improviserõs 

comping? 

More likely to be a feature of 

an arrangement and/or all 

improvisersõ referents 

Less likely to be a feature of 

an arrangement and/or all 

improvisersõ referents 

 

measure, while the sixth edition has Gb7.40 If we wish to compare the Evans trioõs 

performance to other documents in the dossier, which chord should we select as 

representative of the Evans trioõs performance?  

A number of important tonal relationships exist between Db-7 and Gb7. First, they 

are the ii7 and V7, respectively, of Cb major.41 When extended diatonically, they therefore 

 
40 The arrangement found in Kern (1955, 136) features Db-6; it is worth noting that Db-6 presents an 
interesting compromise between Db-7 and Gb7 by including the sound of the minor subdominant and the 
third of Gb7.  

41 It is possible to play both chords together in m. 30, resulting in a iiðV of Cb. In practice, this does not appear 
to be a common choice, perhaps because doing so would break the otherwise consistent harmonic rhythm of 
one chord per measure.  
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share the same tones.42 For this reason, it can be difficult to distinguish between them, 

especially if there is a conflict between, for instance, the bass and piano. If, for example, 

Evans plays a voicing for a Db-7 but Israels plays a Gb, the strength of the bass may 

recontextualize Evansõs voicing not as Db-7 but as Gb7, making it nearly impossible to tell 

which chord Evans intended to play. There are a few ways we might distinguish between the 

two chords, however. First, the presence of a structural (i.e., non-embellishing) Cb, the 

chordal seventh of Db-7, may suggest the improviser in question is playing Db-7, especially 

if that Cb participates in a larger voice-leading line as a guide tone. By contrast, a Cb would 

likely sound awkward when played harmonically against a Gb7 chord; in some jazz 

pedagogies, the tone would be considered a òharmonic avoid toneó because of the potential 

minor ninth that could sound between it and Bb.43 Conversely, the presence of a structural 

Bb is more likely to indicate a Gb7, where Bb acts as the chordal third. A Bb sounding 

harmonically over a Db-7, while not entirely uncommon, is frequently avoided, especially in 

the case of iiðV, so as to preserve the arrival of Bb as a crucial guide tone of Gb7. Similarly, 

an emphasis on Gb is somewhat more likely to indicate a Gb7 than a Db-7 because it is less 

likely to appear as the eleventh of Db-7 than the root of Gb.  

 
42 If an improviser is thinking in terms of chord-scales, a common pedagogical device for determining what 
notes to play over a given chord, the two default chord-scales (Db dorian, Gb mixolydian) are rotations of the 
same parent scale. It is worth noting that Evans had likely become familiar with the notion of chord-scale 
equivalence through exposure to George Russellõs The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization (1959), but 
that he likely saw it as a compositional device (where tunes are composed using scales/modes) rather than an 
improvisational strategy. Furthermore, Evansõs improvisational style was very developed by the time he 
encountered Russellõs theories. Nonetheless, for an improviser who understands harmony through the prism of 
chord-scale theory, the sharing of a parent scale could diminish the differences between the two chords, or 
otherwise suggest further differentiation strategies based on whether a so-called òavoid toneó sounds. For more 
on chord-scale theory, see Stover (2014) and McClimon (2016, Chapter 4). 

43 Harmonic avoid tones are one of the core tenets of the chord-scale theory system taught at Berklee College 
of Music. For an overview of this system, see Mulholland and Hojnacki (2013). 
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The ensemble role of each instrument may also help us determine possible features 

of a referent.44 For example, whereas the piano in a piano trio is often responsible for 

supplying crucial voice-leading lines, the bass is typically expected to sound the root of the 

chord in a metrically strong or otherwise significant position. For this reason, a Gb or Db 

emphasized in the bass may suggest that the bassist was thinking of Gb7 or Db-7, 

respectively. Likewise, the presence of a guide-tone line in the piano may suggest Gb7 (Cñ

BbñBb over Dbmaj7ñGb7ñC-7) or Db-7 (CñCbñBb over Dbmaj7ñDb-7ñC-7).45  

Using these guidelines (among other analytical clues), Example 2.11 shows a critical 

postulation of which chord Evans and Israels seem to be instantiating through each chorus 

of their 1963 recording. (Drummer Larry Bunker also would have had a referent in mind, 

but it may or may not have specified the chord in m. 30, and he has no means by which to 

articulate the tonal aspect of his referent.) Referring to the rubric in Example 2.10, a few 

telling observations may be made. First, while Israels consistently sounds a Gb in both head 

statements, Evans does notñhe seems to play a Gb in the first head but reverts to Db-7 in 

the second. This seems to suggest that there was no particular arrangement made prior to 

the recording, at least for this measure. The solos are more consistent: Evans implies a Db-7 

in all three choruses he takes, whereas Israels mostly implies Gb7 throughout his solo. This 

may suggest that Evansõs default chord in m. 30 is Db-7, while Israelsõs is Gb7. Interestingly, 

in the first solo Israels takes, Evans seems to first play a Db-7 before adding a Gb7 halfway 

through the measure. This could simply be interpreted as a iiðV (albeit one that Evans does 

 
44 For more on ensemble roles, see Monson (1996), Hodson (2007), and Michaelsen (2019). 

45 That said, we might also consider the possibility that an improviser may gloss over the harmony in this 
measure, treating it as a more-or-less undetermined harmony. This is in many ways akin to attending only to the 
harmonic plan of a deeper structural level. Such an approach resonates with Schenkerian thinking and would 
not have been unusual for Evans; Steve Larson (2009, 10ð32) discusses the similarities between Evansõs 
remarks on compositional structure and those of Schenkerian theory, noting that Evans was a student at 
Mannes College of Music, a conservatory with a long history of Schenkerian influence. 
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not add elsewhere),46 but it seems as likely that Evans noticed Israelsõs use of Gb7 and 

switched to playing this chord mid-measure to better accompany him. Evans notably 

continues to use Gb7 in his comping in the following chorus, perhaps suggesting that he 

consciously changed his chord choice to better suit Israelsõs soloing. 

Given this evidence, it would seem likely that Evans and Israels have conflicting 

referents, at least as far as the harmony of m. 30 is concerned. Israels seems to clearly favor 

Gb7, whereas Evans appears to prefer Db-7, with Gb7 as a possible alternative. In this way, 

m. 30 of Evansõs referent is not fixed but fluid.47 We might represent such fluid features as 

defaults of varying levels in each improviserõs referent. For Evans, m. 30 of his referent 

contains multiple possible harmonies: Db-7 constitutes a first-level default, with Gb7 as a 

second-level default.48 Notice that we have not relegated the Gb7 to the realm of in-the-

moment improvisational decisions but instead have included it as part of the referent. After 

all, Evans seems to include the chord in the very first head statement. Had Evans only 

played the chord in response to Israelsõs consistent use of it, its inclusion as part of our  

postulation of Evansõs referent may not have been warranted. Importantly, the existence of 

only two defaults for the harmony of this measure in our postulated referent does not 

foreclose other possibilities in the moment of improvisation. Instead, events that diverge 

from these are better understood not as referent features but as the products of other 

 
46 This is notable because Evans consistently adds iiðVs in mm. 12 and 28, implying that those are part of an 
arrangement, or his referent generally, but the content of m. 30 is not.  

47 Literary scholar John Bryant (2007) defines a fluid text as òany written work that exists in multiple material 
versions due to revisions (authorial, editorial, cultural) upon which we may construct an interpretationó (17). 
Fluidity, as the simple existence of multiple conflicting versions, is shared by musical and literary texts. The 
qualities of that fluidity are in each case different, however, especially in how musical and literary texts negotiate 
the divide between textuality and ephemeral discourse.  

48 My use of this terminology is borrowed from and inspired by Hepokoski and Darcy (2006); their theory of 
sonata form as dialogic and conformational resonates strongly with many aspects of the present work. I discuss 
defaults in more detail in Chapter 4.  
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Example 2.11: Table indicating what chord seems to be played in m. 30 by each musician in 

each chorus of the Bill Evans Trioõs performance. 

 Head, melody 

played by Evans 
Evans Solo 1, Chorus 1 

Evans Solo 1, 

Chorus 2 
Israels Solo, Chorus 1 

Bill 

Evans 

(p) 

Gb7 Db-7 (Guide tones C-Cb) Db-7 (Guide tones 

C-Cb) 

Gb (possibly 

converted to a  

iiðV: Db-7 Gb7) 

Chuck 

Israels 

(b) 

Gb7 Gb? (Difficult to hear 

downbeat, possibly Gb. 

However, Gb is 

emphasized on beat 3) 

Gb Db-Ab-Gb-Db 

(Likely Gb7, with Ab 

acting as an 

appoggiatura) 

 

 Israels Solo, 

Chorus 2 

Israels Solo,  

Chorus 3 

Israels Solo, Chorus 

4 

Israels Solo, Chorus 5 

Bill 

Evans 

(p) 

Gb7 N/A  N/A  N/A  

Chuck 

Israels 

(b) 

Gb7 (Db down to 

Gb) 

? (Eb-Db, quoted from 

head melody) 

(indiscernible, 

mostly rest) 

(C-Eb) More likely 

Gb7, since C would 

clash with Cb. 

Anticipation of C-7 in 

m. 30 (same gesture is 

played in both 

measures). 

 

 Israels Solo, 

Chorus 6 

Israels Solo,  

Chorus 7 

Evans Solo 2, 

Chorus 1 

Head, melody played 

by Evans 

Bill 

Evans 

(p) 

N/A  N/A  Db-7 (C-Cb-Bb gt 

line) 

Db-7 

Chuck 

Israels 

(b) 

Bb-Ab-Fb-Db 

(transformation 

for previous 

measure, with Fb 

replacing F. 

Could fit either 

chord.) 

Db-Fb-Gb (likely Gb7) Db-Gb (likely Gb7 

or iiðV) 

Gb7 
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improvisational decisions and strategies. For example, common harmonic substitutions like 

tritone subs (which substitute for a default chord) constitute strategies independent of any 

given tune and would therefore not qualify as referent features unless the use of the 

substitution is so prevalent in a given performance as to constitute a default in its own right. 

How do the defaults of the Evans trioõs performance compare to those of other 

documents in the dossier? Example 2.12 shows postulations for the harmony of m. 30 in the 

Dizzy Gillespie sextetõs 1945 performance of òAll the Things You Are.ó Featuring only two 

choruses (one head and one chorus of solos, with the melody passed around between the 

musicians in both choruses), consistency of the chords is easier to locate, but because so few 

of the musicians are heard, consensus on the chord changes is more difficult to pin down. 

From what little information there is, we can glean that Gb7 appears to be the default chord 

in at least a few of the musiciansõ referents.  

 

Example 2.12: Table indicating what chord seems to be played in m. 30 by each musician in 

each chorus of the Dizzy Gillespie sextetõs performance. 

 Head, melody passed from Gillespie 

(AA) to Parker (B) to Stewart (A) 

Solos, passed from Hart (AA) to Palmieri 

(B), to Gillespie (A) 

Dizzy 

Gillespie (t) 

N/A  Gb, Fb. Would work over Db-7 but emphasis 

on Gb seems to suggest Gb7. Notably a 

transposition of original melody up a m3 

Charlie 

Parker (as) 

N/A  N/A  

Clyde Hart 

(p) 

Gb7 Gb7 

Remo 

Palmieri (g) 

(inaudible) (inaudible) 

Slam 

Stewart (b) 

Orig. melody, Eb-Db. Fits either chord. Gb7 (root emphasized) 
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As we trace the edges of our avant-texte network, then, Gb7 and Db-7 both emerge as 

first- and second-level defaults. The notion of defaults helps here to capture the multiplicity 

of jazz improvisation while acknowledging that norms not only emerge from across avant-

textes but arguably help certain features proliferate through the network. 

 

* * * 

 

If the dossier of Example 2.6 represents stage I of Example 2.5 and the avant-texte network 

of Example 2.7 represents stage II, how should we construe stage III, the Manuscript? Is it a 

platonic form, a proper musical work that governs the instantiation of the tune in each of its 

manifold written and performed contexts? Rather than retread this well-worn and fraught 

ground,49 I suggest that, in jazz, the manuscript (and therefore òthe tuneó) can more 

productively be understood as a set of defaults grounded in the network of textual and 

discursive utterances that emerge through an analystõs engagement with each document.50 In 

other words, analystsõ referents are shaped by the analytical actions that constitute the 

construction of an avant-texte. This concept becomes more fruitful still if we expand our 

notion of òthe analystó to include listeners and improvisers who engage with (however 

actively or passively) those same textual/discursive utterances, forming their own avant-texte 

through their interpretation of the network edges. In this way the genetic-critical enterprise 

becomes a reflection of the cyclical process through which referents are formed by 

 
49 For an overview of some of the philosophical issues surrounding the ontological status of jazz tunes, see 
Lewis (2019), Kane (2018), Love (2016), and Kania (2011). Some of these ontological issues are addressed from 
a music-theoretical standpoint in Martin (2018a, 2018b, forthcoming), Stover (2017), Strunk (2003), and 
Zbikowski (2002). 

50 My use of the term òdefaultó is influenced by the work of Hepokoski and Darcy (2006). For more on 
defaults, see Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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improvisers and reconciled on the bandstand, forming new documents that subsequently go 

on to shape (and revise) the referents of other listeners and improvisers (see Example 1.5). 

 

Analytic Vignettes 

 

Tracing through the nodes and edges of our avant-texte network for òAll the Things You 

Areó may yield more revealing insights about the tuneõs history, and possibly its future as 

well. The remainder of this chapter consists of analytic vignettes examining several 

recordings of òAll the Things You Areó and explores the ways in which our construction of 

an avant-texte might reveal how certain features may or may not impact our referent and, 

therefore, our conceptions of the tune.51 

 

Odd Meters, Odd Features: Distinguishing between Arrangement and Referent 

  

In his recent book detailing the developments jazz underwent in the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries (cleverly entitled Playing Changes), music critic Nate Chinen describes 

Brad Mehldau as òan inward-seeking rhapsodist with a wary ambivalence about jazzõs canon 

and conventionsó (2018, 32). Chinen casts Mehldau, along with fellow pianists Robert 

Glasper and Vijay Iyer (among many others), as instigators of a paradigm shift in how jazz 

engages with its history and traditions. Mehldau represents a convenient locus for such a 

 
51 A number of published studies that examine the relationships between versions of a tune may also serve 
implicitly as avant-texte tracings. These include Bowen (1993), which traces the history of Thelonious Monkõs 
òRound Midnightó; Alper (2011), which uses òWhat Is This Thing Called Love?ó as a lens through which to 
view styles of pianism; Michaelsen (2019), which traces Miles Davisõs history with òMy Funny Valentineó; 
Meyers (2015), which considers stylistic changes in Davisõs performances of òI Fall in Love Too Easilyó; and 
Bowen (2015) and Kane (2018), both of which examine òBody and Soul.ó Bowenõs study provides an especially 
detailed account and is probably the closest any extant study has come to a complete genetic-critical account of 
a jazz tune. 
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turning point in part because his early performances seemed to point in so many directions 

at once: backward to the virtuosity and hip aesthetic of the bebop era, outward to popular 

and classical musics, and forward to a vision of jazz as both grounded in tradition and 

radically postmodern.  

For Chinen, much of this attitude is epitomized in Mehldauõs now-famous rendition 

of the standard òIt Might as Well Be Spring,ó played in a spritely 7/8 rather than the original 

4/4. Instead of sounding òherky-jerky or cerebral,ó Chinen says, Mehldauõs version òfeels 

natural, even inevitableó (2018, 32). Throughout much of the history of jazz, the use of 

unusual time signatures was often relegated to original compositions, with the most famous 

being the 5/4 vamp of Paul Desmondõs òTake Fiveó as recorded by Dave Brubeck Quartet. 

Alterations of standards were more typically harmonic and melodic (or even formal in the 

case of added sections, breaks, and so on) so as to retain much of the familiarity that those 

standards brought along with them.52 Mehldauõs conversion of the meter of a standard in 

this way served a clear purpose: by casting a well-worn standard in a distinct and slightly 

disorienting metric mold, Mehldau and his trio communicated a sense of novelty alongside 

their usual virtuosity. Whereas many earlier performances of the tune maintain a steady, 

medium tempo, Mehldauõs take is brisk, making the 7/8 meter even more difficult for most 

Western listeners to entrain to.53 The virtuosic nature of the performance simultaneously 

made clear that the tune was fully ingrained as part of each of the musiciansõ vocabularies 

(thereby establishing a clear link to the jazz lineage) and that a reverential attitude toward 

that lineage was not a necessary condition for a successful performance of the tune.  

 
52 See Kane (2018, 523). 

53 For more on the concept of metric entrainment, see London (2004). 
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The Mehldau trioõs live performance of òAll the Things You Areó at the Village 

Vanguard, captured on the 1999 album Art of the Trio 4: Back at the Vanguard, similarly 

replaces that tuneõs original simple quadruple meter with a quick-paced 7/8. This is perhaps 

the most immediately salient innovation, but a number of more subtle features also help 

emphasize both the novelty and virtuosity of the performance. Mehldau begins the 

performance solo, eschewing the popular Dizzy Gillespie introduction (see Example 2.2) 

and instead clearly outlining the descending-fifths sequence that characterizes the A section. 

The relative clarity of the harmony is especially notable due to the unfamiliarity of the meter, 

the complexity of which is compounded by Mehldauõs use of cross-rhythms between the left 

and right hands. A number of subtle reharmonizations are introduced throughout, but the 

most notable harmonic innovation arrives during the last eight measures of each chorus. 

Example 2.13 compares Mehldauõs changes against a more common set of defaults. (The 

head appears in A major twice throughout the performance, and never in the more common 

key of Ab major.) Through a number of smooth voice-leading maneuvers, Mehldau tonicizes 

Bb, bII in the key of A major (mm. 32ð33), reversing the centripetal tonal motion 

momentarily, thereby helping to loosen the grip of the primary key just as the trio moves 

into the next chorus. This mid-phrase tonicization helps facilitate a series of modulations 

between choruses, shown in Example 2.14. Note how the transpositions mostly descend 

through the circle of fifths, mimicking the opening descending-fifths sequence of the tuneõs 

A section. 

Although the Gillespie introduction does not appear at the beginning of the 

performance, the trio repurposes the vamp as an extended outro over which drummer Jorge 

Rossy solos. The introõs descending motive is reharmonized, recycling many of the same 

chord changes used in mm. 29ð36 of each chorus (see Example 2.15). Again, Mehldau uses 
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the tonicization of Bb major in order to disrupt the tonal stability of the progression, 

ensuring that there is a persistent element of surprise. That the trio chooses to reharmonize 

the Gillespie intro, itself at one time an innovation, speaks to the multiply directed aesthetic 

of Mehldau and his cohort: the new and old innovations are not only rubbing shoulders in 

the same performance, but they become thoroughly blended together.  

 

Example 2.13: Comparison of Mehldauõs changes for mm. 29ð36 against more common 

defaults. 

 

 

Example 2.14: Modulation scheme between choruses of the Brad Mehldau Trioõs 1999 

performance. 
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Example 2.15: The Brad Mehldau Trioõs reharmonization of the Gillespie intro. 

 

 
If an improviser becomes familiar with Mehldauõs performance, there is a possibility 

that aspects of these innovations may find their way into a future performance by that 

improviser. Yet the precise nature of the relationship between innovation and replication is 

seldom clear or simple: whereas some innovations are picked up by improvisers and 

consciously implemented into their performances, others become ingrained through 

repeated exposure, unknowingly integrated into a performance. It will be useful to 

distinguish between these two types of replicated features:  

 

1. Features of a performance that are both consciously implemented and planned before 

the performance may be said to be arrangement features. 

2. Features that are integrated into an improviserõs referent and represent, for that 

improviser, the default version of the tune, may be said to be referent features.54 

 
54 This way of thinking about features resonates with Kaneõs theory that, in jazz, work-determinative properties 
may be considered òsufficient but not necessaryó for establishing work identity; see Kane (2018, 507). 


