
ZGMTH 21/1 (2024) | 125 

Clifford in the Classroom 
“September Song” 

Barbara Bleij 

In mainstream jazz pedagogy, harmonic theory is central and is conceived in very broad terms. It 
provides the basis not only for realizing chord progressions but also for playing melodies. Most 
pedagogical jazz harmony manuals concentrate on chords and scales and over-emphasize the 
vertical moment while neglecting the horizontal properties of harmony (such as the contrapuntal 
voice leading in progressions). Furthermore, they focus on the various harmonic possibilities, in 
line with the improvisatory nature of jazz. Thus, such harmonic theory easily underrepresents 
many important aspects and properties of the music. This can lead to a narrowing of the musical 
scope. One way to build sensitivity to and awareness of all the aspects of the music is through 
analysis. In this article I present an analysis of Clifford Brown’s solo on “September Song” from 
Sarah Vaughan’s 1954 recording. The performance lends itself perfectly to classroom treatment. It 
contains a range of interesting musical-technical features, and its discussion can be embedded in a 
rich context. Here I will focus on elements of melody and harmony. Although these are probably 
the parameters most studied in jazz pedagogy, many of their aspects remain underexplored. The 
aim is to demonstrate how, through analysis, we can also engage what is usually not on the radar. 
At the same time, the analysis exemplifies my didactics in a certain part of the music theory curric-
ulum of the jazz department at the Amsterdam Conservatory. 

In der Mainstream-Jazzpädagogik steht die Harmonielehre im Mittelpunkt, wird dabei allerdings 
sehr weit gefasst. Sie bildet die Grundlage nicht nur für die Realisierung von Akkordfolgen, son-
dern auch für das Spielen von Melodien. Die meisten Jazz-Harmonielehrbücher konzentrieren 
sich auf Akkorde und Tonleitern und neigen zu einer Überbetonung des vertikalen Moments, wäh-
rend sie die horizontalen Aspekte der Harmonik (z. B. die kontrapunktische Stimmführung in Pro-
gressionen) vernachlässigen. Außerdem konzentrieren sie sich auf die Vielfalt der harmonischen 
Möglichkeiten, entsprechend dem improvisatorischen Charakter des Jazz. Daher bleiben in sol-
chen Harmonielehren viele wichtige musikalische Aspekte und Eigenschaften unterrepräsentiert, 
was zu einer Verengung des musikalischen Blickfelds führen kann. Analyse bietet die Möglichkeit, 
eine Sensibilität und ein Bewusstsein für sämtliche Aspekte der Musik zu entwickeln. In diesem 
Artikel präsentiere ich eine Analyse von Clifford Browns Solo zu “September Song” aus Sarah 
Vaughans Aufnahme von 1954. Diese Interpretation eignet sich hervorragend für die Behandlung 
im Unterricht, denn sie enthält eine Reihe interessanter musikalisch-technischer Merkmale und 
ihre Diskussion kann in einen reichen Kontext eingebettet werden. Ich konzentriere mich hierbei 
auf Elemente der Melodie und der Harmonie. Obwohl dies in der Jazzpädagogik die wohl am 
meisten untersuchten Parameter darstellen, sind dennoch viele ihrer Aspekte nicht ausreichend 
erforscht. Mein Ziel ist es, zu zeigen, wie wir durch Analyse auch jene Aspekte berücksichtigen 
können, die häufig außer Acht gelassen werden. Zugleich exemplifiziert die Analyse meine Didak-
tik in einem bestimmten Teil des Musiktheoriecurriculums der Jazzabteilung am Konservatorium 
von Amsterdam. 

SCHLAGWORTE/KEYWORDS: Clifford Brown; Didaktik der Jazzharmonik; Jazz Analyse; jazz 
analysis; jazz harmony didactics; jazz theory pedagogy; motivic development in jazz improvisa-
tion; tonal jazz harmony theory 

In current jazz practice, performance and theory are closely intertwined. This is good 
news for the music theorist who teaches jazz students at a conservatory. Jazz students 
never fail to see the point of theory subjects; they are abundantly aware that active mas-
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tery and knowledge of subjects that traditionally belong to the domain of music theory 
are necessary for them to perform and create music. Ear training is evidently the first and 
central subject. This is arguably true for every student at a conservatory, but in jazz per-
formance practice, it is virtually impossible to function without a well-developed and 
“pro-active” ear. Instant recognition of harmonic patterns and chord formations that are 
sometimes rather complex is a necessary skill if one is to hold one’s ground on the 
bandstand. Furthermore, auditive skills are important for studying recorded performances. 

A close second is the theory of harmony. Jazz performance often requires performers 
to realize the harmony themselves. In performance, the chord progression is usually pre-
determined, represented by chord symbols. But exactly how the progressions are played, 
the actual (foreground) details of the harmony, is negotiated by the performers. This holds 
true for the vertical distribution of the notes (the voicings) and the voice leading but also 
includes the substitution, discarding, or addition of chords. Furthermore, “harmony” and 
“harmonic theory” are broadly understood. In other words, many elements that are not 
traditionally seen as such are conceived as belonging to the realm of harmony. Melody, 
for example, is frequently considered in terms of which scales to play in conjunction with 
which chords.1 All performers must deal with harmony, most notably, of course, in the 
improvisations. 

Developing a vocabulary for improvisation is central to jazz education. There exists a 
wealth of pedagogical materials that focus on phrase and chord patterns and chord 
scales, such as etude-like books or play-alongs. However, this may result in a narrowing 
of scope. Studying patterns and similar material may diminish the perception of their 
function in a specific, larger musical context. It may come at the cost of an awareness of 
moment-transcending events or of matters of which the immediate practical application is 
less obvious. Issues such as the varying importance and function of harmonies within 
progressions, the role of a specific (melodic) passage in the complete course of events, 
the development of melodic ideas, or the relationship between the improvised material 
and the composition itself, just to name a few, often do not receive proper attention.2 
Therefore, it is one of the most important tasks of jazz pedagogues, certainly at conserva-
tories, to increase awareness of the full breadth of musical phenomena.  

At the jazz department of my own institution, the Conservatorium van Amsterdam, 
improvisation is, first and foremost, taught in the individual “main subject” (Hauptfach) 
lesson and, furthermore, in ensembles or specialized courses and electives. The theory 

 
1 This has been taken the furthest in an approach to jazz harmony called chord-scale theory. This is an 

outlook on harmony in which chords and chord scales are two sides of the same coin, i. e., a supply of 
pitches that can occur vertically (chords) or horizontally (scales). Representatives of this outlook on jazz 
harmony are, for instance, Barrie Nettles and Richard Graf’s The Chord Scale Theory & Jazz Harmony 
(1997), and The Berklee Book of Jazz Harmony by Joe Mulholland and Tom Hojnacki (2013). Whereas 
chord scale theory is, in principle, a method for improvisation, in the course of time, it has become in-
tertwined with harmonic theory. This complex relationship is one of the issues I address extensively in 
my forthcoming work on tonal jazz harmony and its pedagogy. 

2 A case in point is David Baker’s The Jazz Style of Clifford Brown (1982). Baker instructs the musician to 
memorize a complete improvisation and play along with the recording as exactly as possible (time feel, 
inflections, vibrato, intensity, etc.). Next, the player might take all of the II V7 patterns and study them in 
all twelve keys, and subsequently do the same with cycles, turnarounds, etc., “moving then from the 
highly specific environment of that particular composition to a more generalized musical situation” 
(Baker 1982, 17). Although emulating Brown’s style may be the objective, much attention and effort go 
to the same patterns, which are apparently interchangeable from solo to solo. 
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program is practice-oriented and evidently also addresses improvisation but is not primar-
ily focused on it.3 A weekly three-hour class forms the core of the theory program (one 
hour equaling fifty minutes). This class consists of ear training, harmony, analysis, and 
basic arranging.4 Although it is not possible for all topics, the aim is to integrate the sub-
ject matter as much as possible. For example, ear training “dictations” are usually based 
on recordings, which subsequently can be analyzed or used to introduce new theoretical 
topics. Furthermore, analysis can provide opportunities for an integrated approach. For 
instance, we can engage those aspects of harmony that the Roman numerals, usually em-
ployed for harmonic analysis in jazz, do not cover. Moreover, under the umbrella of 
analysis, we can study in context what in mainstream jazz pedagogy will so often be bro-
ken down into smaller segments. We can address the particular, rather than the general, 
and in so doing, deepen the aural understanding of music. 

In this article, I present an example of such a class. Central is Clifford Brown’s impro-
visation on “September Song,” a composition by Kurt Weill from the 1938 Broadway 
musical Knickerbocker Holiday. The performance appears on the 1954 recording Sarah 
Vaughan.5 Given the central artistic position of solo improvisations, primarily in small 
group performances, taking a solo as a point of departure for analysis in the theory class-
room is an obvious choice. The analysis of this specific solo provides an opportunity to 
discuss a host of issues that are important but easily fall between the cracks and to intro-
duce specific theoretical concepts. The class also involves preliminary analysis and tran-
scription work, which already provides numerous interesting topics. 

A “live” analysis class has a specific dynamic; for the sake of readability, however, I 
will cast this paper mostly as a written analysis, interspersed with commentary regarding 
the pedagogy. Depending on the available time, the class can consist of one or more les-
sons. Some tasks may be added or dropped, and the order of the topics may vary, allow-
ing the class to be organized in various ways. The connection to the practice will always 
be a topic, and mainly takes the form of reconstructing considerations that may have 
formed the basis for the choices made on the recording. While such questions can be 
problematic in some contexts, they are part and parcel of the practical study of jazz.6 

 
3 Salley (2007, 97) states that collegiate instruction in jazz improvisation is typically given in the jazz 

theory classroom and private lessons. This may be true for the United States, but not for my institution 
and the Royal Conservatoire at The Hague (and likely other conservatories in The Netherlands). 

4 For this class, of which the name (Algemene Theoretische Vakken) is a mouthful, an abbreviation (ATV) 
is used as a label, which in German would translate as Praktisch-analytische Musiktheorie: Gehörbil-
dung-Harmonielehre-Werkanalyse-Satztechnik. The complete theory and history program at the jazz 
department of the Amsterdam Conservatory is designed as follows: it consists of a two-year basic pro-
gram of weekly classes that is the same for all students: theory (ATV, 3h), practical solfege (1h), music 
history (2h), harmony at the piano (1h), and, in the first year only, rhythmical solfege (1h) and “general 
theory” (allgemeine Musiklehre, 1h). In the third year, the program consists of electives (history, arrang-
ing, analysis, and others). 

5 Originally recorded in December 1954, released in 1955, it has been reissued as Sarah Vaughan with 
Clifford Brown in 1990. Next to Sarah Vaughan and Clifford Brown, the other performers are Paul  
Quinichette (ts), Herbie Mann (fl), Jimmy Jones (p), Joe Benjamin (b), and Roy Haynes (dr); the arrange-
ments are by Ernie Wilkins. 

6 Jazz musicians are likely to consider what performers may have been “thinking,” which may be seen as 
a jazz-specific form of the “Intentional Fallacy”: firstly, we will not be able to verify the goings-on in a 
performer’s mind; secondly, the conceptual framework of the person inquiring will exert considerable 
influence on the outcomes. 



BARBARA BLEIJ 

128 | ZGMTH 21/1 (2024) 

This article focuses on how this type of class can complement and support the study of 
harmony and melody. This is not to say that other very important aspects of jazz perfor-
mance, such as timing and articulation, could not be addressed in the context of this spe-
cific solo. They most certainly could, and I will, on occasion, incorporate some discus-
sion of these matters.7 

THE PRELIMINARY WORK 

Prior to anything else, we must prepare the material on which we base the analysis. First, 
we need to establish the more or less “original” melody and harmonization of the com-
position. When an existing piece, such as a standard, is the basis of an improvisation, 
familiarity with and understanding of the musical material is required, for instance, for 
arriving at one’s own interpretation of a piece — an important part of the artistic process. 
Creating solid versions is therefore an essential skill that can be cultivated and developed 
in the theory classroom.8 In this case, the endeavor is necessary to better understand the 
artistic choices in the Sarah Vaughan version. 

Over time, a great many standards and other core pieces from the repertoire have be-
come available in the lead sheet format commonly used in jazz; these are not always 
reliable, though. For example, it is often impossible to determine how a version was 
created, and the risk that there are outright errors is considerable. No lead sheet can thus 
form the point of departure without a check. Many show tunes were published in a ver-
sion for voice and piano. Together with the earliest recording(s) they are important 
sources.9 For our purposes here, we use the version for voice and piano of Weill’s song.10 

 
7 It would also be feasible to cast the net even wider and include the broader context in the discussion, 

for instance in cooperation with music historians. Of course, Vaughan’s and Brown’s vitae and the 
broader context of the history of the United States, can be addressed. Further historical context can be 
discussed by also bringing the background of the composer of “September Song,” Kurt Weill, into the 
discussion. We could also include Sarah Vaughan’s performance of “September Song” with Wynton 
Marsalis and orchestra at the Boston Pops on May 1st, 1984 (Marsalis/Vaughan 1984). In this perfor-
mance, Marsalis plays Brown’s solo more or less verbatim. This provides a steppingstone to consider 
Marsalis’ artistic beliefs and views on jazz history. Marsalis champions what is called neo-classical jazz, 
“an approach to the genre that from the beginning incorporated a polemical and revisionist argument 
about jazz history, demarcating boundaries of aesthetic purity that often mirrored the dismissal of con-
temporary Black culture in broader conservative media discourse” (DiPiero 2022, 81). The point is to 
address such discussions and the possible positions one can take, a discussion all the more pertinent 
within the walls of an institute such as the conservatory. For more on Marsalis, see for instance Teal 
(2014). In all his capacities, Marsalis has a direct impact on the music, not only by his focus on specific 
repertoire and musicians but also through his hiring policies. Much has been written about Marsalis’ 
policies at Jazz at Lincoln Center. A good starting point is Pellegrinelli (2000). 

8 Stover (2013) takes a similar approach. He discusses the study of various “texts” as part of preparation 
for improvisation and points to the analytical shift of focus from interpretive to productive orientations 
(ibid., 111). 

9 My view in this matter is in line with Strunk (2005, 302). Furthermore, it is important to note that the 
earliest versions (published or performed) of tunes may have been a “group effort.” See, for example, 
Suskin (2009). 

10 Small differences in text (but not music) occur between various editions. This version is based on The 
Best of Broadway, New York: Chappell Music Company, s.a. 
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Example 1 shows the first eight measures of the chorus, transposed to the key of Vaughan’s 
recording, Ab major.11 

 
Example 1: Kurt Weill, “September Song,” mm. 1–8 

At this point, depending on the time available, a number of aspects can be incorporated 
into the class. For instance, we could consider the relationship between the text and the 
music,12 or an extra task could be to transpose the published C major version to the key 
of the Vaughan version, Ab major. Whatever the choices may be, the notated music, es-
pecially the harmony, is discussed in detail. 

Of particular interest are the opening measures. The harmony in m. 1 is a minor added 
6th chord, with the (unstable) 6th in the melody. This is surprising after the verse, which 
is in major throughout, and the upbeat line in the melody that consists of an incomplete 
arpeggio of the major tonic (1�–3�–7�). The major-to-minor change provides a sudden shift 
in the atmosphere. M. 2 provides even more instability and melancholy with the introduc-
tion of the b6� both in a middle voice and in the melody. In m. 3, the tonic chord appears 
as a major chord again, with 5� in the melody. Evidently, at first, the opening sonority will 
be perceived as, and arguably is, a tonic minor added 6th chord. But we can also inter-
pret the 6�–b6�–5� line and shift of b3� to 3� as two slowly operating voices, suspending the 
tonic’s third (Cb/B to C) and fifth (F to Fb to Eb), respectively. We can, therefore, consider 
the first four bars of the tune as actually only harmonized with the tonic, Ab. Example 2 
shows the voices in the lower staves; the 6�–b6�–5� line appears both in the melody and a 
middle voice. Thus, the passage forms an excellent opportunity for discussing the impor-
tance of voice leading and introducing the principle of prolongation as well as the vari-
ous levels of harmony (foreground, middle ground, etc.). 

 
11 Since only the chorus is performed on the recording, the verse is not considered here. However, it is 

important to the extent that it poses the main key quite clearly, which has a bearing on the opening of 
the chorus. 

12 For instance, in the B section where the singer does not dare to think beyond November. 
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Example 2: Voice leading in mm. 1–3 

The passage also provides an occasion to discuss the appearance of a minor tonic in a 
major-key piece. The chord symbol notation used in lead sheets may easily lead to anal-
yses in which the chord quality is simply translated into a Roman numeral. Thus, the first 
bar would be analyzed as “I minor” as an instance of “modal interchange.” However, 
such an analysis does not reflect the “how?” — the crucial role of the voice leading in the 
passage. Also, the “modal interchange” label easily obscures the “why?” — the ambiguity 
of key and juxtaposition of minor and major reflecting the melancholy and ambivalence 
of the text. The passage offers opportunities of exploring how changing the quality of a 
key’s third, in principle, entails a modulation and remains an exception in the tonal rep-
ertoire. It could invite discussion of pieces in which this also occurs or in which this only 
seems to be the case. An example of the former could be “Autumn in New York,” which 
starts in major but, after some earlier hints, ends in minor. “The Man I Love” could serve 
as an example of the latter: The major tonic in m. 1 changes into a minor chord in m. 2, 
which is not tonic but functions as a subdominant in relation to the next chord. It is my 
experience that the students usually volunteer many more examples, which enriches the 
discussion of the topic. 

To better articulate the issue of the voice leading, it is helpful to have every student 
prepare a lead sheet version of the composition. We then encounter the problem of there 
being no satisfactory solution for the opening measures, especially in the second bar. 
Here, we have no alternative but to notate the symbol as Fb/Ab. Even if we are aware that 
the slash-chord notation can be misleading and that the bass note may, in fact, be the 
root, the symbol Fb/Ab will still produce the (psychological) effect that the chord is Fb.  
Example 3 shows such a lead sheet version in the key of Ab.13 

For the remainder, the chorus is not particularly harmonically dense, and the harmon-
ic procedures are not complicated. 

 

 
13 A lead sheet version of “September Song” appears, for instance, in The New Real Book (Sher 1991, 

318). There the chords in the first bars are (transposed to Ab): m. 1: Db7, m. 2: Db7 / Gbma7 Cbma7,  
m. 3: Abma7 Bbm7. It is based on multiple sources (ibid., 464). The reharmonizations reflect the difficul-
ty of dealing with harmony that relies on voice leading and the tentative status of lead sheets. 
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Example 3: Lead sheet translation of the published version of Kurt Weill’s song 

TRANSCRIPTION AND NOTATION 

Musical notation provides us with something tangible — a means to communicate in 
class. Therefore, we will use a transcription of Clifford Brown’s solo as the basis for the 
further analysis. Notation captures only so much of the music; the transcription will most-
ly serve as a mnemonic device to evoke the auditive memory of (specific parts of) the 
performance. Making a transcription partly involves analysis as decisions need to be 
made regarding notation. In terms of pitch, this usually concerns whether to write ghost 
notes or not, estimating how to write inflected pitches, and how to write very fast passages 
that are difficult to hear. Most decisions, though, involve the notation of the rhythm.  
I take the view that the notation should reflect how we hear the music as closely as pos-
sible, regardless of early or late timing. In this case, one specifically important decision 
concerning the notation of the rhythm must be made. The piece is played very slowly, 
even for a ballad. At the end of the head, a change is prepared to double-time feel, first in 
the drums (starting around 2:20).14 At the beginning of Clifford Brown’s solo, the double-
time feel has taken precedence. Since the notation of the rhythm is so closely connected 
to the articulation, in my transcription, I chose to write in double time. Thus, two mea-
sures in the transcription equal one measure in the original song. In this way, the notation 
best reflects the triplet swing feel of the line. It should be noted that because bassist Joe 
Benjamin stays in two (relative to the double-time feel), the actual pulse remains some-
what ambiguous. This ambiguity is one of the major factors in the creation of the relaxed 
yet melancholic atmosphere of the performance. 

Of course, preferably, all students transcribe the complete solo. This is not merely a 
means to integrate a form of ear training into the class; it is by far the best way to become 
intimately familiar with the performance. Additionally, comparing the various transcrip-
tions in class can give rise to useful discussions. It also provides the best handle for ad-
dressing details of Brown’s performance. Especially if there are trumpet players in the 

 
14 The double-time feel is already alluded to in some of the improvised backgrounds in the theme presen-

tation. 
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group, the latter can be very profitable: if they are willing to play examples (which is not 
always the case), they can provide tremendous insight into the actual difficulty, power, 
and expressiveness of Brown’s playing and make many extra details audible to non-
trumpet players.15 Since I focus on other elements in this paper, in my transcription, 
shown in Example 4, I have included only a few ghost notes and an occasional indication 
of timing (mostly swing vs. straight). Most of Brown’s inflections, grace notes, microtim-
ing, etc., have not been included. Of course, not every student will transcribe equally 
quickly and accurately. To what extent the transcription should be prepared by the stu-
dents themselves depends on the group composition and the specific focus of the course 
(more analysis-oriented or more integrated). Either way, students should be very familiar 
with the recording and should have listened intensively before the next analytic step.16 

CLIFFORD BROWN’S SOLO 

Now we have analyzed and familiarized ourselves with the original song and prepared 
the transcription, we can turn to the solo. As discussed above, many events in the first 
four bars of the original song, such as the apparent change of minor to major, can be re-
garded as voice-leading phenomena, and the harmonic function is essentially tonic. This 
alone is reason enough for reharmonization, but the very slow tempo in this performance 
makes it all the more necessary. The first eight measures (sixteen in the transcription) 
have been reharmonized. The ambiguous opening tonic chord has been replaced with 
IV, appearing as a “blues-IV” (Db7). This chord not only fits the style nicely but also adds 
to the ambiguity because of its instability in the key. Another interesting aspect of this 
reharmonization is that the song’s horizontal line 6�–b6�–5� is one that occurs very often in 
jazz harmony, usually in combination with the harmonization IV-IVmd-I (or variants  
thereof).17 Thus, 6�–b6� has strong associations with the subdominant in jazz harmony. The 
Db7 remains until the end of m. 4, where it is followed by a brief V. The addition of V, 
however brief and underplayed, points to the stylistic preference within the style for  
authentic rather than plagal progressions. 

 

 
15 For example, Clifford Brown uses a specific tonguing technique to ghost the notes, using “th.” I thank 

Erik Veldkamp for clarifying this. 
16 Should no transcription be required, this does not mean that ear training is not an element of the class. I 

consider analysis an important form of ear training as well — ear training slowed down. It should also 
be mentioned that the skill of transcription will always be needed. Even today, when there is an abun-
dance of solo transcriptions available, be it on the internet or in publications, it is still necessary to eval-
uate materials for reliability and check the quality (similar to the lead sheets of jazz pieces). 

17 The designation “md” at the Roman numeral stands for Molldur: the lowered 6th scale degree in major. 
I adopt this term from Louis/Thuille (1913, 158–160). This designation helps to articulate the special sta-
tus of this lowered 6th scale degree in the tonal jazz idiom. Especially in the standard repertoire, Moll-
dur occurs much more frequently than other forms of modal interchange and is very important in the 
“rhetorical pathway.” I use the latter term to articulate the gradations in (expressive) weight of the vari-
ous chords or harmonic moments within a form (usually a chorus), which forms, as it were, the blue-
print for building the musical case. 
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Example 4: Transcription of Clifford Brown’s solo, mm. 1–32 (starting ± 2:40) and mm. 48–64 (starting ± 4:20) 

Brown’s opening statement is a smart paraphrase of the original melody’s first line. As can 
be seen in Example 5, he recasts the upbeat into a complete and embellished arpeggio of 
Abmaj7. The long upbeat is followed by what I consider the main motif in m. 1 (la-
beled a), which is subsequently repeated twice (a and a’). What exactly constitutes the 
main motif is open to interpretation. It can be heard in different ways, as usually tran-
spires in the student’s transcriptions. Some hear a motif of two, and others a motif of three 
notes. In fact, both are true, since Brown ghosts the third note, rendering it ambiguous. 
While techniques such as ghosting notes are common, and determine the rhythm of lines 
to a great extent, in this case, we can also interpret it as a more structural event. We may 
note that the motif, including the ghosted note, corresponds to the three-note tone repeti-
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tion in the original melody. That the third note should be ghosted is interesting, as 
Brown’s solo will mostly feature the two-note tone repetition, as we will see. Moreover, 
the original melody’s triple tone repetition returns in another way. In the opening phrase, 
the motif appears three times. As can be seen in Example 5, each repetition corresponds 
to a melody tone, at the proper location in the hypermeasure. The second repetition (a’) 
varies the motif. It is both fragmented (limited to two core pitches) and augmented (from 
eighth notes to quarter notes). Thus, the opening has a classic aaa’ set-up. The final pitch 
in m. 2, the Bb, is the odd one out. It does not appear in the original melody, and in terms 
of range, it stands out within the line. The two metrical dimensions of the line, one cor-
responding to the hypermeasures and the other to the surface time feel, remain important 
throughout Brown’s performance. 

 
Example 5: Transcription of Brown’s opening statement and main motif (a) 

Frequently, the apparent complexity of the material that the detailed analysis highlights 
leads to discussions about whether this fragment was improvised or premeditated. This 
discussion should not be brushed over light-heartedly because it foregrounds some of the 
tacit beliefs that students may hold about the nature and the aesthetics of improvisation in 
a jazz context. An element that may advance the discussion can be found in the introduc-
tion of the performance. Here, the flute already plays a motif that is derived from the 
same part of the melody, which has a bearing on the listener’s perception of Brown’s 
opening. We can also make excursions to other such paraphrases and their subsequent 
importance in an improvisation, which are not exceptional in the style. A famous in-
stance is Parker’s opening in the 1947 version of “Embraceable You” (take 1). While it 
can be heard as a quote from “A Table in the Corner,” it is also a retrograde of the first 
measures of Gershwin’s melody.18 

In mm. 3–5, Clifford Brown plays a varied repetition of the opening motif, now begin-
ning on beat 3 (see Ex. 5). One instance of motif a is dropped and a tail is added to the 
phrase, its ending a variation of motif a’. As mentioned, the Bb of the opening phrase in 
m. 2 stands out. It is unstable, both in relation to the chord (13 of Db7) and in the key (2� in 
Ab major). In m. 4, the corresponding pitch is now a Cb, and forms a Sekundgang, a struc-

 
18 For an in-depth analysis of Parker’s “Embraceable You” from a Schenkerian perspective, see Martin 

(1996). For an in-depth analysis of Clifford Brown’s developmental techniques, also from a Schenkerian 
perspective, see Stewart (1974). 
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tural melodic progression with the Bb from m. 2.19 If the students are not yet familiar with 
this term, this is a good opportunity to introduce it. It is an important phenomenon, which 
can be clearly demonstrated here because it allows us to account for the appearance of 
the Bb and Cb. Owing to the Sekundgang, we are more likely to interpret the Cb as a B, 
which sounds even more unstable than the Bb (enhanced by the brief Eb7 at the end of 
m. 4). The Bb-B Sekundgang creates an expectation of resolution to C, and indeed, the 
subsequent descending arpeggio in the melody in m. 4 “transports” the melody to the 
middle register, after which the B resolves to the C, supported by the tonic chord (m. 5, 
beat 1). This should lead to a release of the tension, which is unfortunate at this point 
because of the long tonic function. However, the one seemingly unsatisfactory element in 
the passage is the resolution of the B in the wrong octave. Precisely this aids in sustaining 
the energy in these measures. The loss of energy is also circumvented by the use of pro-
longation techniques in mm. 6–7. The tonic is elaborated with the passing chord Bbm7 
and the tonic substitute Cmin7, and the low C in the melody with a mere scale, descend-
ing from Ab back to C. The line provides a contrapuntal motion to the ascending bass and 
is made interesting by Brown’s various techniques of execution and embellishment. 

The C does, however, subsequently appear in the correct octave, appearing first in m. 8 
as an upbeat in combination with the F7.20 The actual moment of resolution of the B to C 
follows in m. 9. At this point, the harmony changes to Bb7, which destabilizes the C signifi-
cantly. In this way, the expected resolution occurs, but the musical energy does not de-
cline. In sum, the 3�  / b #2� to 3� line from the beginning of “September Song” is a prominent 
feature of Clifford Brown’s opening measures in an “extended” version, starting on 2�, and 
then moving to #2�. Subsequently, the horizontal tension resolves with the low 3� at a point 
that corresponds to the original moment of resolution, and with the high 3� at the arrival of 
the Bb7. The latter’s pronounced and relatively sustained appearance matches the original 
melody’s pronounced and sustained high Bb. Such a replacement of an important melodic 
pitch with a more “hip” version, in this case, the 9 instead of the 8 of Bb7, is a common 
feature of the style. From the C in m. 9, the structural, overarching Sekundgang will then 
descend. 

 
Example 6: Sekundgang in mm. 9–11 

The phrase that appears in mm. 9–11 on a deeper structural melodic level sustains the top 
note C during its three measures. This phrase is very free and diverse and provides con-
trast to the opening measures through its virtuosity and capriciousness. It provides ample 

 
19 I have adopted the term Sekundgang from Hindemith (Unterweisung im Tonsatz). I use the German 

word because in the English translation, the term is dubbed “step-progression” (Hindemith 1945, 193). 
However, this term is used for progressions of chords in which roots are a second apart. Since such pro-
gressions are quite common in jazz, using the same term for two entirely different phenomena is im-
practical. 

20 The upbeat figure can give rise to discussion about whether we hear it as another instance of the main 
motif (because of the tone repetition) or not. 
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room for discussion about the notation of the rhythm when transcribed. My notation, as 
shown in Example 6, is not the only option.21 The line itself is also overarched by a Se-
kundgang, which appears in a manner that is very typical for bebop. The apex notes ap-
pear irregularly and at a faster pace as the line progresses. Thus, the Sekundgang engen-
ders a second rhythmical layer, which provides much of the attraction and swing of the 
line, quite typical of the style. The faster pace at the end creates a suggestion of accelera-
tion. Yet another Sekundgang appears at the bottom of the line, operating at a much 
slower pace.22  

An additional function of the phrase in mm. 9–11 is the octave transfer. It is a distinct 
feature of the style that phrases such as this negotiate the registers (as can be seen pre-
viously in mm. 4–5).23 Brown brings the line down from the high C to the low Bb. The low 
Bb forms a long-range enclosure together with the G in m. 12, and finally resolves to the 
Ab in m. 13 (shown in Ex. 7). In the high register, the high C at the beginning of m. 9 de-
scends to the high Cb in m. 12. Here, Clifford Brown uses a new motif (labeled x) with 
contrasting material. Because of its triplets and the use of the b3�, it has a strong blues 
connotation. Similar to the first measures, Brown thus “works” in two registers, but there 
is a clear hierarchy between the two, with the high register being the primary one. As 
before, the horizontal and harmonic tension resolve in the low register first. That the ten-
sion is still unresolved in the high register sustains the musical energy. 

 
Example 7: Long-range enclosure Bb-G-Ab and new, contrasting motif (x) in mm. 11–13 

The high Cb from m. 12 will eventually resolve to the Ab.24 Where exactly one experiences 
the eventual resolution is a matter of interpretation. It first appears in the same bar as the 
low C (m. 13, beat 4) and could be heard to resolve there (indicated by the dashed line in 
Ex. 7). It is also possible to hear the resolution only in m. 15, beat 3, as will be discussed 
below. We should take note that m. 13 corresponds to m. 7 in the original, which means 
that, in principle, the melodic and harmonic tension (should) resolve here. And indeed, 
as we have seen, Clifford Brown plays both the low and high Ab in the melody. However, 
even though the tonic harmony is not significantly reharmonized, the passage neither 
works as an ending nor sounds static. This is because, in m. 13, Clifford Brown begins a 
process of acceleration. The acceleration is brought about by a change from the relaxed 
triplet feel to straight eighths and to the use of fragmentation — motif a is reduced to its 
core (two notes, see Ex. 8). Ultimately only the core motif remains, which, moreover, is 

 
21 If time allows, it is interesting to compare this line to Marsalis’ execution, see n. 7. 
22 As the example shows, such phrases can have multiple Sekundgang lines, sometimes even as many as 

three. Obviously, in such cases, not all lines will have the same amount of rigor. 
23 For more on the importance of register in Brown’s voice leading, see Martin (2006). 
24 It should be noted that in the overall key, the Cb is the lowered third scale degree. In this style, the struc-

tural descent 3�–2�–1� often appears as 3�–b3�–1�, with b3� being a large-scale blue note. 
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played in double time (m. 15, beat 3). As the Ab is placed on the relative downbeat, in 
combination with the tonic harmony, its structural melodic arrival can also be expe-
rienced here. At the same time, the repeated motif over the now static tonic imbues the 
music with a sense of “being stuck.” 

 
Example 8: The development of motif a in mm. 15–17 

Crucial is the subsequent change of harmony to D7 in m. 16 (Ex. 8). The seemingly dead-
end street, so to speak, in which the main motif found itself, turns out to have an exit after 
all. The D7 destabilizes the Ab, which becomes the b5 in the chord. The harmony “frees” 
the core motif, as it were. For such a situation, I use the expression “harmonic freebie.” 
This is obviously not an official term, but one that will hopefully stick. Its purpose is to 
make students aware that one can let the harmony do the work. It is as though Clifford 
Brown responds to the “escape,” for from this point onwards, the motifs again become 
longer and gradually more melodic. In the passage Brown combines the main motif a 
with material that relates to motif x. This material thus becomes a more structural, recur-
ring counterpart to the main motif. The fact that we consider this material as structurally 
significant may lead to some discussion. Evidently, the material is quite generic. It is im-
portant, though, to point out that also generic material can gain more weight, for in-
stance, when it recurs, as is the case here. In mm. 18–19, Brown plays a variation of 
m. 17 (including the upbeat motif). Therefore, we will hear the passage from m. 13 up and 
until m. 19 as belonging together. This means that Clifford Brown is overriding the form, 
because in m. 17 the repeat of the A-section has begun. Such a procedure is quite com-
mon in the style. 

 
Example 9: a. Variation of main motif a (m. 21); b. Ghost notes 

In mm. 18–20, Clifford Brown briefly plays a repeated motif reminiscent of the upbeat to 
m. 1, with a light triplet feel. In m. 21, he returns to the straight eighths in a passage based 
on a new variation of the main motif (Ex. 9a). This variation consists of an upbeat and the 
original three-note version of motif a, as the lower brackets in the example show. The 
three-note core rhythm itself is constructed from the two-note version of motif a, once in 
eighth notes and once in a double-time feel, using 16th notes (Ex. 9a, small brackets). 
Interestingly, similar to the opening measures, Brown uses the ghosted notes as well 
(Ex. 9b).25 In addition to the tone repetition, the opening phrase’s ascending perfect fourth 
(m. 2) also returns here. Again, multiple “speeds” are operating simultaneously: the two in 

 
25 Perhaps because of the double time, the ghost notes are less audible, especially in the second half of 

m. 21. 
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the respective versions of the motive and one more created by the Sekundgang on beats 2 
and 4 (see Ex. 10). 

The line itself operates in a quasi-two-part manner at first (mm. 21–23). The stationary 
Eb (a pedal of sorts) alternates with a quite regularly placed top line (Ex. 10). The top notes 
ascend from Ab through Bb to C, and eventually to the Eb.26 From the moment the high Eb 
is reached in m. 23, the melody becomes more capricious, and the repeated Eb dissolves 
into the line as well. The top line descends more than an octave from Eb to D. The target 
note D already occurs at the very weak last 16th of m. 24, but the structural arrival takes 
place in m. 25, beat 4. 

 
Example 10: Sekundgang creates sense of acceleration in mm. 21–25 

In m. 26, Clifford Brown returns to the original triplet swing pulse. The effect is that of 
slowing down, which installs an expectation of closure. This is reinforced by the de-
scending Sekundgang C (m. 26), Bb (m. 27), Ab, Gb, F (m. 28), to Eb (m. 29). The melodic 
content is not very specific, with only light touches of previous material, such as the ges-
ture from m. 12 and motif a (see Ex. 4 above and Ex. 11b). The landing on the Eb occurs 
together with the arrival of the tonic chord, but since Eb is the fifth of the chord, there is 
only a tentative sense of closure.27 The phrase in mm. 30–31 functions as a kind of sum-
mary but also descends further to the C. Whether one hears the C or the Eb as the struc-
tural target note in the passage is open to interpretation. What is clear is that Clifford 
Brown does not end on the tonic note Ab. 

 
Example 11: Instances of unemphatic return of earlier material supplying coherence: a. mm. 4–5;  
b. mm. 26–27; c. mm. 30–31; d. mm. 49–50 

At this point, the chorus is only halfway. Nevertheless, another soloist takes over, flutist 
Herbie Mann. A switch of soloist occurring at a formal point of the chorus other than the 
top is not unusual, and certainly not in slow ballads. However, a subsequent return to the 
 
26 The passage has a specific form of the octave transfer: from the C (m. 22), a quick descent leads to Eb. At 

this point, the Eb is played an octave higher, as the goal of the ascent from the preceding bars. 
27 The subsequent Ab in the same bar falls outside the Sekundgang, occurs on a weak moment and thus 

does not provide structural closure. 
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previous soloist to play the final 16 bars, as happens here, is less common. In a sense, this 
makes the flute solo part of the trumpet solo. Brown’s return makes clear why he did not 
end on the 1� in m. 31; the closure at that point was only tentative. That this section con-
cludes the complete chorus is certainly something to listen to and discuss in class, also 
because some transcriptions do not include it.28 (For reasons of space we will only focus 
on Brown’s playing here.) 

The rhythm section’s playing in the passage supports the winding down. The final sec-
tion is of a quite laid-back nature, both in content and execution. Brown uses a relaxed 
tone and easy-going triplet feel, underscored by the fact that pianist Jimmy Jones plays 
less in a double-time feel than in the previous parts. Brown’s musical material is decep-
tively simple and generic. However, Brown does make use of earlier material, especially 
the main motif. It occurs at the end of most of the phrases in the augmentation (a’), but 
rather unemphatically. That the listener perceives it as the main motif is a result of 
Brown’s handling of the motif throughout the improvisation. After all, in and of itself, this 
material is completely generic. Example 11 shows some of the stages of this development 
after the opening statement. The fact that such generic material can be “structural” or 
“main subject matter” in a solo, can be a steppingstone to discussing the relationship 
between style and originality. 

In the passage Clifford Brown actually plays the same 2�–#2�–3� ascent from Bb to C as in 
the opening measures, but, again, in this section in a more relaxed manner. That this sec-
tion functions as a “wrapping up” of the complete 64-bar chorus, becomes even clearer 
with the augmentation of the rhythm in mm. 42–46. Virtually all that occurs in these bars 
is the 3�–2�–1� descent. The durational proportion of the notes may seem exceptional in 
relation to the complete solo, but in relation to the underlying proportions of the chorus 
(the hypermeasures), they are not. 

Clifford Brown first lands on the Ab in the “proper” register and, by octave transfer, al-
so closes an octave lower. The descent employs the main motif in such a way that even 
the double-time feel recurs in this codetta of sorts. 

 
Example 12: Closing section (mm. 49–64) 

  

 
28 An example is the transcription in Lewis 1991. 
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RESUMÉ AND SOME FINAL THOUGHTS 

As discussed, harmonic theory is central in jazz pedagogy and is conceived in very broad 
terms. It provides the basis not only for realizing chord progressions but also for playing 
melodies. The focus of mainstream pedagogy is mostly on chords and scales. However, 
because of its importance for practice, it is crucial to teach harmonic theory in depth and 
to incorporate all its facets. We should also realize that harmonic theory, because of its 
importance for performance, feeds back into the practice. 

In the foregoing, I have shown how we can address aspects of harmony and improvisa-
tion beyond the musical moment through analysis, focusing, in this case, on Clifford 
Brown’s improvisation on “September Song.” It enables us to engage with the structure of a 
solo, the development of the material, long-range connections, the hierarchy of the materi-
al, and the like. The detailed discussion of the development of the motivic material in Clif-
ford Brown’s solo articulates its scope and rhetorical impact. I consider such detailed anal-
ysis an essential part of any theory lesson because, time and time again, these insights 
prove to be eye-openers for students, even if they were already familiar with or had pre-
viously studied the solo under consideration. 

The opening motif provides an avenue to discuss improvisational invention from the 
perspective of the composition. What does the piece offer in terms of creative possibilities, 
or potential pitfalls (such as the extended tonic passage)? The less important motif x pro-
vides an occasion to consider that generic material can be structurally significant in a solo. 
Furthermore, it can spur discussions of which material we actually hear as derived from 
motif x. 

Analysis can also form an opportunity to address more general aspects of melody and 
harmony, especially those that mainstream pedagogy does not always thoroughly consider. 
To this end, an integrated approach, in which analysis is combined with harmony and ear 
training, is especially apposite. Comparing the harmony of the original piano-vocal sheet 
music and the reharmonizations in the A-sections in the recording makes it possible to ad-
dress aspects of harmony that can easily be overlooked, such as voice leading, structural 
versus embellishing progressions, harmonic layers, or the rhythmical dimension of the 
number of chords per bar. It also enables us to consider which musical reasons may have 
underpinned some of the decisions made in the performance and how the material of the 
solo relates to the underlying harmony in terms of structural versus embellishing moments. 

Of course, producing analyses such as the one presented above are only initial steps, 
but important steps nonetheless. The ultimate goal is for students to be able to integrate 
these insights into their own playing. We can help students take that step by suggesting 
how to create practical exercises. This can be supported by assignments that are more prac-
tice-oriented but can still be dealt with in the theory lessons. Based on the analysis above, 
one assignment could be to ask students to record their own improvisations and analyze 
them for aspects addressed in the analysis, such as large-scale and small-scale Sekundgang, 
the interconnectedness of motivic material, or the status and impact of generic material 
within the context of the improvisation. Another is to design a motif, motif group, or phrase 
based on the melody of, for example, a standard, which could serve as the basis of an im-
provisation. Yet another assignment might be to produce a reharmonization of a piece, but 
to radically change the tempo, to very slow as in this recording, or contrariwise. By discussing 
these assignments in class we can cultivate a broad analytical attitude, including toward 
one’s own playing — an attitude that is indispensable in a living musical culture. 
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