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MUSIC THEORY

Creating Musical Variation

Diana S. Dabby

Inspiration for composition may come from natural sounds, chance, and methods based on

chaos theory.

n the 21 letters that Mozart wrote to his
friend Michael Puchberg between 1788

and 1791, there exist at least 24 vanants of

the supplication “Brother, can you spare a
dime?” Mozart ornaments his language to
cajole, flatter, and play on Puchbergs sympa-
thies (/, 2). He wvaries his theme ol “cash
needed now™ in much the same way an 1 8th-
century composer might dress a melody in
new attire by weaving additional notes around
its thematic tones in order to create a variation.
Such ornamentation could enliven and ¢labo-
rate one or more musical entities, as can be
heard in the Haydn F Minor Vanations (1793)
(). The Haydn represents one of the most pop-
ular forms of the 18th and 19th centuries

variations on original or borrowed themes. Yet
myriad variation techniques existed besides
ornamentation, including permutation and

combination, as advocated by a number of
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| 8th-century treatises. More recently,
t1ields such as chaos theory have allowed com-
posers to create new kinds of variations, some
of which are reminiscent of earlier combi-
natorial techniques.

In a broad context, variation refers to the
technique of altering musical material to cre-
ate something related, vet new. Recognizing
its importance to composers, the 20th-century
composer and teacher Arnold Schoenberg
defined variation as “repetition in which some
features are changed and the rest preserved”
{4). He wrote numerous examples showing
how a group of four notes, each having the
same duration, can be varied by making rhyth-
mic alterations, adding neighboring notes,
changing the order of the notes, and so on (see
the figure, panels A to ) (5). Changing the
order of the notes reflects the 18th-century
practice of ars combinatoria. Joseph Riepel
advocated a similar approach (see the figure,
panel D) (6). How might a composer use such
ordering techniques?



ARNOLD SCHOENBERG

Idea and wariations. Variation technigues #lustrated by Schoenberg, Riepel, and a chaotic mapping exam-
ple. Schoenbery offers numerous ways 1o vary a given four-note group, shown in the first measwere of each
lirse. (A) Bhythmic changes. (B) Additicn of neighbaring nates, [C) Changing the ariginal arder, (D) One of
many examples given by Riepel of ovs permutedona, a branch of ars cambinarana, whese six permutations of
the notes A B C are given (15). Note that Rsepel writes above the staff the German musical spelling of the
notes so that “B” translates to B-flak. (B The first measure of a Bach prelude ipitches only) followed by the
first measure of & wanaston generated by the chaabic mapping.

lgor Sravinsky offers one of many possi-
bleexamples in his Merdarions: Afdos Hrooley
in Memoriam for Orchestra (19645 “My
Wariatsons were composed on the Tolkowimg
pitch series, a succession of notes that came
to iy mind as a melody: DC A B EA#GECH
Dt GG Fit F. Adfter writing it out, [ gradually
discovered the possibilities in it as material
for vanations. ... Verinderungen—alter-
atons of mulanons, Bachs word for The
‘Ceerdelberg " Briations—could be vsed w
describe my Variations as well, except that [
have altered or diversified a serics, instcad of
a theme or subpeat...” (7).

Stravinsky derived addinonal material
from his army of nees jo produce |2 varia-
thoies by, for instance, tking his original seres
and reversing the order 1o generate a second
ronw o notes: FFEG DA CHGEAREBAC D
He then rotated this row 1o create five more
rows by placing the first nite at the end to gen-
erivte i second ow. To construct the thind no,
he rotated the second, and so on. Clearly
Stravirsky built a & = 12 matrix of notes. He
then exploited the rows and columns o con-
wiriwat his varations af the eanginal reries by
fior example, deriving the opening chonds of
his Fariarions from the First six cobumns of the
matnx (%),

et an array of material dees not have to
consist of single notes, as demonstrated by
Prerre Henn i his 48-mmute Fadations pour

mme porte ef in soupdy (CVanations for a Door
amd a Sigh,” 1963). Using recondings of a
breathed sigh. the sung sigh of & musical sow,
amdd a squeaking door, Henn created his varia-
tions by mixing, then transforming these
sounds in their entirety and in fragments,
while varying rhythin and imensity { 9).

Flash forward to 1987 when DU Lil* Lous,
using mivkh mone sophesticated analog equip-
miend, prodduced Fremeh Kivs, the st houss
s bl b sl a il copies m Evope amd
Morth Amenica House music tvpically features
a sampled audio clip that imdergoes successive
transformmations, engineered through electronic
effects and instruments. Louis started with a
simple repetiiive array of thvilims heard on
kick drumn, synthesizer, and hi-lat, which he
grachlly vanied by adding shakers, ebectronic
birnss instruments, hand claps, and more (00,0 1L

John Cage broke with trudition by keaving
the elemental moterial of the array and its
order unspecified. The “score™ for his by
atiis (1 ¢omsists of handwntten instruchons
prowiding & schematic that enables chance not
only 1o deckde the musical material bat also to
determing ite andes Cage allows ey namber
of players, any sounds or combinations of
sounds produced by any means, with or
without other activities™ {/2). Cage’s piece
will drastically change from performance
to performance—much more so than, say,
Stravinsky s Marigiions—by viriue of the
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chance and randommess he deliberately in-
serts mio s score,

However, if & composer wanls 1o vary an
entine worke from one hearing o the newxt, and
cven from performance to performamce, with-
ot Cage's randomaess, a different kind of vari-
atvan technigue has been helpful—ome that
wses a chaotic mappng 1o make musical vana-
taons of U entive work (731, Such @ echnigue
hamesses o natural mechanksm for vanability
foumad in the seience of chaos—that is, the sen-
sitnvity of chaotic rjectones o mital condi-
tions. Two chaotic trjectories map the pitch
sequence of a musical score into a varation
where the same set {or subsetp of pitches
appear, bt in modified onder (see the Nigarne,
panel E). Virtually infinite in number, these
varations cun be close 1o the onginal, dverge
firom it substantially, or achieve degress of van-
ability between these bwo exirermes, Unlke the
abowe methods, the techmque offers a post-
compositional process in which acomposer can
4000 3 journcy W someplace new of unimag-
ined with an already completed picee (74

The several music tiles available online
(3, 41, P pare imtencdexd 10 serve as only o sam-
pling ofthe richness of musacal varaonms, Just
o o' ears inkes it possible to hearthe
wariations (et pervace our musical lives, from
JaE improvisations on popular songs fo the
tinkling priches caused by rin on a tin roof.
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