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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 

 

Andrew John Pokorny 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

School of Music and Dance 

 

June 2014 

 

Title: Chord-Specific Scalar Material in Classical Music: An Adaptation of Jazz Chord-

Scale Theory 

 

 

Jazz chord-scale theory identifies scales that can be used to embellish a particular 

type of chord. It has fostered the notion that chords can generate their own local scales. 

This idea as well as many of the scale types that jazz chord-scale theory identifies are 

essentially foreign to classical music theory, which instead tends to focus on the scales 

that represent relatively global key areasðthat is, the scales that accommodate entire 

chord successions. Both the jazz and classical perspectives can coexist, and each can 

inform and supplement the other.  

This study explores implications of the jazz chord-scale perspective for classical 

music and classical music theory. The scalar notes and intervals that embellish a 

particular chord are referred to as chord-specific scalar material (CSSM). Following the 

suggestion of jazz chord-scale theory and Ramon Satyendraôs chord spaces, each chordal 

zone can exhibit its own local tonal hierarchy potentially consisting of a local tonic note 

(usually a chord root), chordal notes and intervals, scalar notes and intervals, and sub-

scalar notes and intervals. Focusing particularly on the scalar level of these chord-specific 

tonal hierarchies, CSSM is a relatively foreground phenomenon that can be understood 

against the backdrop of a deeper, uninterrupted scalar space that is associated with the 
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key of the passage at hand. A chord succession can occupy the deeper scalar space while 

each chord is embellished with CSSM suggestive of potentially different local scalar 

spaces. 

This study considers examples of CSSM spanning the music of Bach through 

Fauré, and it proposes a classification of four general types of CSSM found in classical 

repertoire. Each type suggests a different theoretical derivation for examples of CSSM, 

and each type has its own implications for tonal function (both locally and globally), 

coherence, and color. The fourth type apparently did not emerge until the Romantic era.  

Special attention is given to CSSM in the music of Gabriel Fauré, who seemingly 

developed rather innovative CSSM techniques. Practical benefits of this theoretical 

approach for todayôs composers, improvisers, and performers are also considered. 

Various techniques for generating CSSM are offered, and further scalar possibilities are 

explored.  
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION  

1. Jazz Chord-Scale Theory and Its Implications 

Since the 1950s, jazz pedagogy has offered the idea of chord-scale theory as one 

possible aid to improvising over pre-determined chord progressions (Russell 1959; 

Mehegan 1959). Put simply, it prescribes specific scales (in the sense of scalar pc 

collections) for every chord in a piece of music, which gives jazz improvisers an 

adequately sized collection of notes to work with at any given moment. Table 1.1 

demonstrates how chord-scale theory might prescribe scales for a common jazz chord 

progression, and it also shows how most versions of chord-scale theory offer multiple 

scale options for any given chord. 

 

Table 1.1. Scale options for the chord progression C ï A7 ï Dm7 ï G7 ï C, as typically 

offered by jazz chord-scale theory (e.g., Aebersold 2000) 

C A7 Dm7 G7 C 
C major 

C Lydian 

D harmonic minor 

A mixolydian 

A HW octatonic 

A diminished whole-tone* 

D Dorian (= C major) 

D melodic minor* 

G mixolydian (= C major) 

C harmonic minor 

G HW octatonic  

G diminished whole-tone* 

C major 

C Lydian 

* Although the scales marked with an asterisk conflict slightly with their chords, they are still common 

choices partly because jazz ensembles rarely perform each chord exactly as the chord symbol suggests. 

For example, A7 might be performed with an F (equivalent to a raised 5th or lowered 13th) instead of an 

E, thereby accommodating the A diminished whole-tone scale. Even if chord-scale conflicts arise, they 

are often deemed acceptable if they are brief and if each part follows through with its own purpose. 

 

 

 Chord-scale theory is used almost exclusively for jazz music and is not widely 

known in ñclassicalò music theory, yet it has profound implications for classical music 

and for music theory in general.1 From a broader theoretical perspective, chord-scale 

                                                 
1 Throughout this study, ñclassicalò refers to Western tonal ñartò music of the so-called common-practice 

era (roughly Bach through Brahms). I do not intend to advocate such problematic categories, but I focus on 

this era of music largely because of its conspicuous lack of anything resembling chord-scale theory. 
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theory is unique for drawing attention to the various types of scalar material that might 

occur along with individual chordsðwhat I call chord-specific scalar material (CSSM). 

In terms of chord-scale relations, classical theory usually focuses only on how chords 

function within deeper-level scales. For example, conventional ñroman-numeralò analysis 

describes how chords relate to deeper-level scales suggested by traditional key names.2 

Jazz chord-scale theory reverses the priority in a sense, focusing mainly on the scalar 

materials that function within chords. In other words, classical theory tends to see chords 

as generated from a scale, whereas jazz theory tends to see scales as generated from 

chords.3 

2. The Importance of Scalar Material to Tonality 

CSSM is defined as scalar melodic material that is specific to an individual chord. 

Melodic material specific to individual chords can also be arpeggiative or sub-scalar, as 

shown in Example 1.1, but these other two types of material do not constitute CSSM. 

Arpeggiative, scalar, and sub-scalar materials respectively correspond to Lerdahlôs 

(2001) ñbasic-spaceò tonal-hierarchical levels c, d, and e (Figure 1.1).4 When considering 

                                                 
Tymoczko (2011) offers compelling arguments to substantially widen the boundaries of the ñcommon-

practice eraò labelðso as to include Renaissance music, impressionism, most jazz, and some other 

twentieth-century music. 

 
2 By ñdeeper-levelò scales, I do not mean that scales are events to be found on a deeper event-hierarchical 

level. Rather, I mean that the events of a deeper level are understood in terms of these abstract scales. Later, 

I refer to such abstract, underlying scales as ñdeep scalar spacesò (first defined in Chapter III). 

 
3 For example, Nettles and Graf (1997, 177) explain in their definition of chord-scale theory that ñ[s]cales 

are derived from extended chord structures (13th chords).ò However, I later explain in Chapter II how jazz 

chord-scale theory did not necessarily originate with this idea. 

 
4 The terms ñtonal hierarchyò and ñevent hierarchyò are used throughout this study. Generally speaking, 

tonal hierarchies are organizations of pcs that reflect their statuses in a musical excerpt or, if differences of 

key are collapsed, in multiple pieces or even part of an entire musical style (Bharucha 1984b; Krumhansl 

1990). Event hierarchies, in contrast, are organizations of the events (notes and sometimes rhythms) in a 

particular piece of music such as those produced in Schenkerian analysis. I discuss tonal hierarchies and 

their relationship to event hierarchies in greater detail in Chapter IV.  
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individual chord-melody interactions, scalar material is more important to tonality than 

are the other kinds of melody because it is the only one that contributes significant tonal 

information beyond what the concurrent chord already provides. Arpeggiative material is 

chordal by definition and thus contributes no additional pcs or pc-intervals beyond those 

in the chord itself; and sub-scalar material contributes pcs and intervals only in a generic 

ñone-size-fits-allò manner, providing minimal tonal information.5 Scalar material, on the 

other hand, has the potential not only to contribute additional pcs, but also to allude to 

key areas or other meaningful structures, thus affecting the function of the concurrent 

chord. Therefore, when it contributes additional pcs, these pcs usually create stronger 

senses of color and meaning than the pcs contributed by sub-scalar material. The scalar 

material shown in Example 1.1.b could refer to the key of F major, to an altered form of 

the tonic B-flat major scale, or to a C mixolydian scale; and, regardless, it contains 

distinct melodic intervals that contribute to a distinct sonority. The example of sub-scalar 

material in Example 1.1.c, however, functions more like a glissando, referring to no 

structures or colors besides the fully chromatic scale (which might even be called an 

atonal structure anyway). 

3. Implications and Prompted Questions 

If we accept the premise that scalar material is, in fact, more tonally significant 

than arpeggiative and sub-scalar material when paired with a chord, we will naturally 

begin to ask questions about it. When scalar material occurs along with various chord-

types in classical music, what specific scalar structures are chosen, and what are the 

implications of those choices? Coming from the perspective of jazz chord-scale theory 

                                                 
5 The terms ñchordò and ñchordal,ò ñscalar,ò and ñsub-scalarò are discussed in detail in Chapter IV.  
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Example 1.1. Three kinds of melodic material that can be specific to an individual chord: 

arpeggiative, scalar, and sub-scalar melodic material. All three examples are taken from 

Mozart, Piano Sonata in F Major, K533/494, movements II and III. The example of scalar 

melodic material, as it is also specific to a chord, is an example of CSSM. 

 

a. Arpeggiative melodic material  b.    Scalar melodic material (= CSSM) 

    
 

c.    Sub-scalar melodic material 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Lerdahlôs (2001, 47ï49) ñbasic-spaceò tonal hierarchy, oriented to the key 

and chord of C major. Levels c, d, and e correspond respectively to arpeggiative, scalar, 

and sub-scalar melodic material (as shown above in Example 1.1). However, such 

hierarchies can also apply to longer and deeper spans of music. 

 
Level: 

(a) C            C 

(b) C       G     C 

(c) C    E   G     C 

(d) C  D  E F  G  A  B C 

(e) C C#/Db D D#/Eb E F F#/Gb G G#/Ab A A#/Bb B C 

 

 

we might ask: What kinds of scales do classical composers use with different kinds of 

individual chords? How are these various scales derived, and how do they affect the 

concurrent chord and the rest of the musical passage at hand? 
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Consider, for example, the scalar runs near the beginning of Mozartôs K545 Piano 

Sonata, shown in Example 1.2. While the chords in mm. 5ï8 are each ñmelodizedò 

through the tonic C major scale, the ii6 chord of m. 9 is melodized more boldly through a 

D melodic minor scale.6 Mozart was not obligated to do this; the ii6 chord easily could 

have been melodized with more C-major material, but the D-melodic-minor material 

appropriately adds a greater sense of tonal weight to this structural pre-dominant chord. 

How often does Mozart melodize ii6 chords through their corresponding melodic minor 

scales rather than simply through the governing tonic scale, and does he ever use other 

types of CSSM for ii6 chords (such as harmonic minor, for example)? What factors might 

influence his decisions? Do other classical composers work similarly with ii6 chords? 

What types of CSSM do classical composers use to melodize other chordsðincluding 

chromatic chords such as Neapolitans, augmented sixths, and common-tone diminished 

sevenths, none of which suggests an immediately obvious type of CSSM? Can we glean 

some common principles or techniques from examples in the repertoire? And do these 

techniques differ across stylistic periods? Surprisingly, classical music theory has only 

                                                 
6 Throughout this study, ñmelodic minorò refers only to the so-called ascending form of the scale unless 

specified otherwise. Regarding my scalar analysis of mm. 9ï10, one might ask: Where does the D melodic 

minor end and where does C major begin? Perhaps we can admit some fuzziness of identification or of 

segmentation but still maintain that the two identities are present and distinct. In a ñreal-timeò hearing of 

this passage, even if it is played slowly, most listeners will not immediately identify a new type of scale at 

the downbeat of m. 10. However, in this study I am primarily concerned with ideal ways of understanding 

musical structure, and I am only interested in what people tend to hear (an extremely messy topic of study, 

to be sure) to the extent that it sheds light on ideal ways of understanding musical structure. In the case of 

the scalar analysis of mm. 9ï10 in question here, I find good reasons for understanding a conceptual change 

of scale-type across the bar lineðalong with the change of distinct chordal zones (from ii6 to IV)ðand this 

understanding is still compatible with the fact that the two scales (D melodic minor and C major) share six 

common pcs, which inevitably (and desirably) obscures the potential boundary in terms of our perception. 

Conceptual understandings and perceptions can complement each other. 
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recently begun to investigate these issues with any careful consideration, and many 

questions remain.7 

 

Example 1.2. Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K545, mvt. I, mm. 5ï12 

 

         C major Ÿ 

 
    C:  IV        I6      vii° 6     I 

 

 

         D melodic minor         C major Ÿ 

 
   C:  ii6            IV          V Ÿ  

 

 

4. Contents of This Study and I ts Importance 

I show in this study that most types of chordsðdiatonic or chromaticðare subject 

to different types of CSSM in the classical repertoire. For example, we will later see that 

J.S. Bach used two different types of scale to melodize minor-key Neapolitan chords in 

different compositions. Furthermore, I show that these differences have several important 

implications. As the previous paragraph begins to reveal, a survey of different types of 

CSSM used throughout the repertoire would significantly contribute to music history and 

tonal composition pedagogy, and increased recognition of these typically overlooked but 

meaningfulðand often colorfulðentities enhances music appreciation. Beyond these 

                                                 
7 Jazz theory, on the other hand, has addressed such issues under different termsðin the form of chord-

scale theory; but I later explain why its methodology is not adequate for classical music theory, analysis, or 

pedagogy (and, furthermore, that it is generally not considered adequate for jazz either). 
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relatively obvious implications, CSSM raises several important theoretical issues that are 

absent in most other classical-music scale studies because they do not focus on scalar 

material in terms of specific chords. It adds to the scholarship on chord-scale relations by 

recognizing varying degrees of chord-scale compatibility (including occasional chord-

scale conflicts), and it calls attention to different structural and expressive effects that 

CSSM can impart onto the concurrent chord. This study shows how CSSM can affect the 

functional meaning of its chordðthrough scalar tonicization or other means of ñtonal 

strengtheningò (or weakening), or by taking advantage of a chordôs Mehrdeutigkeit 

(multiple meanings). Moreover, we will see how CSSM often contributes tonal color to a 

passageðsometimes by taking advantage of rather obscure chord functions, resulting in 

some very interesting instances of CSSM. 

The chord-specific nature of this study also leads us to recognize that different 

event-hierarchical levels of music can simultaneously suggest different types of scalar 

material. Returning to Mozartôs K545 (Example 1.2), although we hear m. 9 entirely in 

terms of D melodic minor at the surface level, we also hear the ii6 chord itself in terms of 

a deeper-level that is entirely in C majorðhence the label ñii6ò (see Example 1.3).8 

Therefore, the D melodic minor material functions like a colorful appendage (which I call 

distinct scalar material) to the underlying and uninterrupted C major material. Although 

such bi-level scalar relationships have long been acknowledged in Schenkerian analysis 

in the form of keys, for example, they are usually acknowledged only at deeper levels, 

                                                 
8 I do not necessarily intend to follow strict Schenkerian methods in such analytical examples. Some 

analysts will choose to depict the middleground level slightly differently. All that really matters for the 

present purposes is that we imagine some parts of the music as deeper, as continuing throughout the 

duration of the temporary foreground-level  embellishing scalar material, and as continuously suggesting a 

deeper-level scalar space that is, at least to some extent, uninterrupted by the surface-level embellishing 

scalar material. 
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and many other scalar analyses typically do not get past the mere series of different scalar 

materials at the musical surface, thereby encouraging (even if unintentionally) a one-

dimensional image of scalar structure in classical music. Such an approach would 

describe the music of Example 1.2 as switching from C major briefly to D melodic minor 

and then back to C major, but it would fail to explicitly recognize the completely 

uninterrupted continuation of C major throughout the excerpt at the next deeper level. A 

more sophisticated approach would recognize (and appreciate) how one continuous 

stretch of deeper-level scalar material (e.g., C major) can be peppered with several 

foreground-level articulations of other scalar materials. Such conceptions of scalar 

structure can also benefit composers, suggesting a logical compositional method for 

generating new colors without abandoning an underlying tonality. 

 

Example 1.3. Deeper structural level of Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K545, mvt. I, 

mm. 5ï12, heard entirely in C major 

 
           10   10      10                10 

 CM:  IV   I6     viiÁ6           I         ii6   IV         V  

 

 

 Further important implications arise from recognizing the relationship between 

the two scalar materials in such multi-level situations. Analytical examples in this study 

demonstrate that when relatively foreground-level scalar material seems to be consistent 

with concurrent deeper-level scalar material (that is, understood as of the same general 

ñsubstanceò), a greater sense of tonal coherence and continuity results. Conversely, when 

foreground-level scalar material seems independent of the deeper-level scalar material, 
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one is more likely to temporarily lose track of the underlying key (or further delay the 

discernment of a key if one was not already established), which might decrease the sense 

of tonal coherence and continuity. Exploration of these issues leads to new perspectives 

on the relationship between keys and scalar materials in classical music. Along these 

lines, I will also show how CSSM has the potential to either reveal or conceal the deeper 

function of a potentially ambiguous chord (such as a potentially reinterpreted diminished-

seventh or augmented-sixth chord). 

 In summary, this study has important implications for not only music theory and 

analysis, but also for music history, musicology, and composition and improvisation: 

 

1. Analysis and Interpretation: Different types of CSSM have different effects on the 

tonal ñcolorò of the concurrent chordal zone and of the passage at hand, the tonal 

function of the concurrent chord (and thus its meaning), the amount of emphasis on 

the chord, and the tonal coherence or continuity of the passage. 

2. Music Theory: This study prompts and facilitates closer examination of music-

theoretical concepts such as key, scale, scalar space, scale degree, chord, tonal 

hierarchy, event hierarchy, and the often-complicated relationships between these 

concepts. Even the merely preliminary extent of such examination in this study 

reveals many common oversights and avenues for further study. 

3. Music History and Musicology: Certain types of CSSM have stronger or weaker 

associations with different composers, historical/stylistic eras of music, genres, 

geographic regions, or cultures. The survey also leads one to speculate about the 

compositional techniques that classical composers might have used to create different 
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types of CSSM, and this could prompt historical studies that find evidence to support 

or negate some of these speculations. 

4. Composition and Improvisation: The CSSM types along with the compositional 

techniques inferred from the analytical survey could benefit present-day ñcommon-

practice-styleò (or simply ñtonalò) composers and improvisers, who have lacked 

adequate guidelines for creating different types of CSSM in terms of various key-

chord scenarios. 

 

 The remainder of this chapter discusses the general limitations and assumptions of 

this study. Chapter II then presents a review of relevant scholarly, pedagogical, and 

historical literature. The core of this study begins with Chapter III, which introduces a 

way of understanding examples of classical music CSSM in terms of four types. This 

chapter also features numerous analytical discussions of examples of CSSM from 

throughout the classical repertoire. These examples and analyses will presumably raise 

several more technical questions in readersô minds, and Chapter IV answers these 

questions with detailed explanation of my analytical methods and terms as well as a fair 

amount of original theoretical ideas that underlie those methods. Chapter V then puts my 

approach to CSSM to the testðand also expands on it somewhatðwith an analytical 

case study: a survey of CSSM in the music of Gabriel Fauré. Chapter VI discusses 

potential practical applications of the study of CSSMðmost notably, applications to 

composition. Finally, Chapter VII summarizes the study and discusses many ideas for 

further research. 
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5. Limitations, Assumptions, and Disclaimers  

Limitation to Common-Practice-Era (ñClassicalò) Music 

 All studies must have boundaries. For this study, I decided to limit the 

applications to ñclassicalò music of the common-practice era (very roughly, Bach through 

Fauré), which can all be understood through mainstream notions of common-practice-era 

ñtonality.ò I do not wish to discuss here the pros and cons of acknowledging such 

artificial boundaries or to dissect the difficult concept of ñtonality.ò The main point here 

is that my limitation to this scope of music is essentially a way for me to be more than 

safe in avoiding complications that might arise with other styles. 

 Perhaps more importantly, I decided on this limitation because existing 

approaches to CSSM such as chord-scale theory have already been applied to music after 

the common-practice eraðmost notably, modern jazz. Such ideas have not yet been 

applied to common-practice-era music in a comprehensive way, and I believe they should 

be. Many fascinating examples of CSSM can be found in the classical repertoire, but 

most have sadly gone unnoticed. Furthermore, I have found that classical composers 

sometimes use CSSM in ways that are virtually unknown in the domains of later 

impressionism or jazz. 

 I chose not to consider music before the common-practice era for two reasons. 

First of all, much of this music is not composed from chord progressions, and is therefore 

unlikely to contain substantial and clear CSSM. Second, my approach is somewhat 

dependent on notions of scale, key, harmony, and tonality that become increasingly 

problematic or controversial as they are applied to earlier music. However, this is not to 

say that CSSM cannot be found in earlier music.  
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Tuning and Temperament 

 Another deliberate limitation of this study is that I do not investigate historical 

differences in tuning and temperament. Almost all issues are discussed as if twelve-tone 

equal temperament were assumed. Although this is potentially historically negligent, 

differences of tuning would probably not change any of the essential results. However, 

earlier tuning systems could potentially shed light on composersô CSSM decisions. For 

example, one could imagine a scenario in which an earlier composer favored a particular 

CSSM type over another because of their respective tunings. For the sake of this study, 

such considerations are restricted to a very brief discussion in Chapter VII (Conclusions 

and Ideas for Further Study). 

 Turning things around, some of my observations regarding CSSM and their 

classification could potentially influence performersô tunings. For example, a particular 

instance of scalar material might be tuned differently depending on whether it is heard as 

derived from the underlying key or representing new, independent scalar material. This is 

discussed briefly in Chapter VI (Practical Applications). 

Scales Are Assumed To Be Significant Entities 

 Throughout recorded Western music history, scales and similar constructions 

have been continuously abused. Even well over 2,000 years ago, Aristoxenus complained 

about the ñclose-packingò habit of other music theorists (namely, the ñharmonicistsò), 

referring to their diagrams that place the notes of different scales into one continuous 

succession in order of pitch (Mathiesen 2002, 117ï119). Such arrangements might serve 

as complete inventories, which then might illuminate comparisons, but otherwise they are 

misleading in that they obscure the melodic successions that are actually used in (or 
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recommended for) musical practice, and they imply successions and intervals that 

originally had no direct relation to practice. 

 More well-known is the controversy around the classification of Gregorian chants 

into the eight church modes. Theoristsô struggles with explaining the chant repertoire in 

terms of the eight modes have been well documented,9 and some scholars have even 

suspected that many chants were later altered to fit one of the eight modes.10  

 Today, problems surrounding notions of scales continue. At least in the United 

States, most music students are still taught that essentially all classical music is based on 

the major scale or any of the three traditional forms of minor scale: natural, harmonic, 

and melodic. Theorists have argued for different fundamental forms of minor scaleð

either Aeolian, Dorian, harmonic minor, or melodic minorðsince the development of 

major-minor thinking in the late seventeenth century.11 In his Harmonielehre ([1906] 

1954), Schenker argues for the primacy of Aeolian over the other minor forms, but then 

he also acknowledges a continuum of potential mixture between the major, Aeolian, and 

(with some inconsistency) Phrygian modes.12 

 All of this raises questions as to why scales are assumed to underlie music in the 

first place. Much minor-key music of the common-practice-era, for example, seems to be 

guided by a set of idiomatic melodic patterns and chord progressions that are not directly 

derived from any fixed scale. In discussing such issues in a broader sense, William 

                                                 
9 For example, see Bower 2002, 160. 

 
10 For example, see Hansen 2006. 

 
11 This history is discussed in Lester 1989, for example. 

 
12 For more on Schenkerôs approach to scales in tonality, see Brown 1986. 
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Thomson (1999, 74) succinctly remarks, ñScales are abstractions from musical events, 

not their antecedent sources.ò Furthermore, Joel Lester (1989) has shown that composers 

as recent as Beethoven were originally trained in terms of older six-syllable solmization 

methods, which calls into question whether such composers ascribed the same meanings 

to scales as are usually ascribed today.  

 Despite these questions, scalar conceptions of music have dominated Western 

music theory since as far back as we know it. Jeremy Day-OôConnell even describes 

scalar thinking as somewhat of a natural human behavior when he says, ñThroughout the 

world musicians routinely, inevitably, eschew the vast continuum of musical pitch in 

favor of scalesðmodest collections of discrete, more or less fixed, notesò (2007, 1). In 

terms of music theory and analysis, the convenience of simplification often wins over the 

virtue of detailed, complex description. And in terms of musical composition and 

performance, the convenience of fixed notes and scales wins over the potential virtues of 

more complex options and methods. Many classical composers did consciously work 

with pre-determined fixed scales at timesðlargely due to their musical training. And 

most Western musicians today are trained to hear music in terms of scales. In fact, some 

musicians involuntarily hear almost any noteðeven an isolated, non-musical pitch such 

as the hum of a refrigeratorðas some particular scale degree (i.e., in terms of some scalar 

space). I make these points only to show that the approach I advocate in this study has 

some grounding in widespread musical practice and thinking. In other words, if scalar 

thinking had always been a mere theoretical abstraction that was never clearly used in 

practice, I would be more reluctant to develop it further. But scalar thinking clearly 
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affected the creation of much classical music and clearly affects music and musicians 

today, so this study is not completely detached from reality. 

Theory and Analysis Do Not Always Reflect Composersô Thinking 

 One of the most obvious dangers of this study is that it might give the impression 

that classical composers consciously chose to use certain CSSM. However, I do not have 

adequate evidence to make any claims regarding composersô actual thoughts regarding 

CSSM. My personal suspicion is currently that many of the composers treated in this 

study had no reason to think about anything resembling CSSM; some of the CSSM that I 

observe in their music could easily be by-products of other compositional processes. But 

in some other cases, I do suspect that the composer was consciously aware of the scalar 

structure at hand (particularly when one chordôs CSSM exhibits a traditionally complete 

scale and is distinct from the CSSM of the surrounding chords). Regardless, all of these 

thoughts are beside the main point of this study, which is to present a meaningful, 

consistent way for todayôs musicians to analyze, interpret, and further appreciate certain 

aspects of music, or to apply these approaches to new compositions or improvisations.  

Scales and Other Music-Theoretical Entities Are Not Objective 

 I will avoid speaking as if any supposed scalar material is ñreallyò in the music or 

not. Scalar materials are products of human thinking; they are not objective. Of course, 

on a deeper philosophical level, one could argue that all musical entities are products of 

our thinking (because if not, they would neither be musical nor entities at all). But on a 

more practical everyday level, certain musical entities such as sounding notes can be 

called objective events. 
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 Scalar materials do not even fall into this category, however. At best, they are 

only events of the mind. Truth value is only applicable to the supposed existence of a 

scalar material if one discusses what a particular person or population most commonly 

imagines when engaging13 with a particular piece of music, or if one wishes to somehow 

determine what particular imagination (or interpretation) is most rewarding for a person 

or population with regard to a piece of music (and in this latter case, the supposed 

existence in question is actually that of the rewardðnot the imagined scalar material). 

Although either of these pursuits would be practically impossible to fully prove, my goals 

in this study are like mild versions of them. The analytical and interpretive choices I 

make are attempts to figure out what classical musicians tend to imagine and attempts to 

figure out which imaginations tend to be more rewarding to those musicians.14  

                                                 
13 Note the word ñengagingò as opposed to ñlisteningò or ñhearing.ò I do not believe that all the scalar 

materials and hierarchies that I discuss with regard to musical examples are actually imagined in real time 

while listening to the music. More likely, these scalar materials and hierarchies can only be fully imagined 

in the (much longer or slower) time of analytical reflection. I will not attempt to describe the real-time 

cognition that might occur while listening to music; however, it would be an interesting pursuit for further 

study, as I mention in Chapter VII.  

 
14 I mention this particular (and admittedly roughly defined) population so as to make my claims generally 

safer. If the population were extended to all ñWestern musicians,ò for example, the likelihood of counter-

examples would greatly increase. 
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CHAPTER II  

OVERVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE  

I begin this chapter with a brief overview of jazz chord-scale theory, which 

provided the initial inspiration for this project. Jazz chord-scale theory is perhaps the only 

developed (and certainly the most well-known) approach to CSSM that has been applied 

to Western tonal music. After this overview I address scholarship that somehow relates to 

CSSM in classical music, and I discuss why CSSM and its implications have been 

overlooked in classical music theory. 

1. Chord-Scale Theory 

Joseph Schillinger 

Russian music theorist and composition teacher Joseph Schillinger (1895ï1943) 

is possibly the first to mention ideas resembling chord-scale theory, although he is not 

often recognized for this. His ideas are primarily intended to aid composition (rather than 

improvisation or analysis) and are not explicitly intended for any particular style of music 

(such as jazz),15 but his ideas were disseminated into American popular and jazz domains 

when he taught several well-known composers in New York City including Eubie Blake, 

Vernon Duke, George Gershwin, Benny Goodman, John Lewis, Glenn Miller, and Gerry 

Mulligan.16 George Russell, who is usually credited as the founder of chord-scale theory 

(discussed in the following section), was in contact with Schillinger students John Lewis 

and Gerry Mulligan in the 1940s, and given some striking similarities between Russellôs 

                                                 
15 One of Schillingerôs former pupils, Prof. Zvi Keren, explained in an interview that ñSchillingerôs theories 

are for all time and for any purpose and for any kind of musicò (Keren-Sagee 2010, 22). 

 
16 For additional names of Schillingerôs students, see Burk and Schneider 2012, Hazell 1995, and Nauert 

1994. 
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and Schillingerôs work (to be mentioned throughout this section), we have good reasons 

to suspect that Russellôs jazz chord-scale theory was partly influenced by Schillingerôs 

work. Furthermore, among Schillingerôs ñ12 disciplesò (students who were officially 

authorized to teach the Schillinger System of composition) was Lawrence Berk, who in 

Boston in 1945 founded the Schillinger House music school, which eventually became 

the Berklee College of Music. The Schillinger System was a central part of the 

curriculum at this institution, though Berk said that he ñsimplified [Schillingerôs] theories 

so the unoriented music student could use them effectivelyò (Hazell 1995, 12). In recent 

decades, the Berklee College has been one of the foremost advocates of jazz chord-scale 

theory, as demonstrated by textbooks based on its teaching methods, The Chord Scale 

Theory & Jazz Harmony (Nettles and Graf 1997) and The Berklee Book of Jazz Harmony 

(Mulholland and Hojnacki 2013), both of which are discussed later in this section. 

In Kaleidophone: Pitch Scales in Relation to Chord Structures (1940), Schillinger 

lists all of the possible ñscalesò that ñcorrespond to any given chordò in twelve-tone equal 

temperament (12ff). In the context of his chord-scale tables, a chord is any two- to five-

note collection that can be reduced to a structure spanning less than one octave and 

containing no semitones between adjacent notes (but the outer two notes are not 

considered to be adjacent and therefore can create a major seventh). Following this, a 

scale is the elaboration of any of these reduced chord structures through the addition of 

exactly one note (called a ñmoving toneò) in between each adjacent pair of chord tones 

(called ñstationary tonesò). Therefore, dyads must correspond to three-note scales 

(composed of two stationary tones and one moving tone), triads must correspond to five-

note scales (three stationary tones and two moving tones), and so forth. Moving tones can 
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be added anywhere between two surrounding stationary tones, as shown in Example 2.1. 

Therefore, many individual chords correspond to more than one scale; Schillingerôs 

method results in a total of 137 chords and 1,012 scales (Schillinger 1940, 87). Extensive 

as this method may be, it precludes chord structures that contain more than one instance 

of ic1. Moreover, the cardinality restrictions that result from Schillingerôs definition of 

chord-scale correspondence preclude familiar pairings such as the major triad with the 

seven-note major scale, for example (because, in his method, triads can only correspond 

to five-note scales). From a broader perspective, Schillingerôs method might be criticized 

for poorly matching our intuitions of what ñchordò and ñscaleò mean. His list includes 

many chords and scales that many would find bizarre (as shown in Example 2.1), and it 

also excludes many chord-scale pairings that many would find important (such as the 

aforementioned pairing of the major triad and major scale).  

 

Example 2.1. One of Schillingerôs chords and its corresponding scales (from 

Kaleidophone [1940], p. 25)  
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Despite its oddities, Kaleidophone is a noteworthy document in the history of 

chord-scale thinking. Schillinger explicitly discusses the compositional method of 

developing ñmelodies from chords, which doesnôt conform to the usual conception of 

having the melody first and the harmonization thereafterò (1940, 17). However, he asserts 

that ñsome of the most important composers in the past very often (and some of them 

always) worked their melodies out from chord progressions,ò citing Wagner and Franck 

as ñmost characteristicò and Beethoven as a less obvious example (17).  

In his posthumously released collection of lesson notes titled The Schillinger 

System of Musical Composition (1946), Schillinger presents various methods for 

composing melodies over individual chords as well as a chart of the 36 possible tertian 

thirteenth chords composed only of major and minor thirds (shown in Example 2.2), 

which suggests not only chordal generation of scales but also the idea of chord-scale 

equivalence, which later became an important part of jazz chord-scale theory (bearing 

striking resemblances to aspects of Russell 1959, for example).17 Example 2.3 reproduces 

one of Schillingerôs demonstrations, in which each measure is derived from a different 

transposition of his chord number XIII (equivalent to the acoustic scale) in his chart of 

thirteenth chords. 

 

 

                                                 
17 Schillinger 1946, Book VI, ñThe Correlation of Harmony and Melody,ò Chapter 2, Section D, 

ñSymmetric Melodization: The Ɇ (13) Families,ò pages 654ï661 in particular. Regarding Schillingerôs 

possible influence on Russell, notice both Schillingerôs (1946, p. 656) and Russellôs (1959, p. 2ff.) use of 

the term polymodality, their excessive uses of jargon, and that Schillingerôs chart of thirteenth chords 

(Example 2.2, shown above) begins with a Lydian thirteenth chordðthe chord and scale that Russell bases 

his theory on (as discussed below). 
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Example 2.2. Schillingerôs ñɆ (13) Familiesò (from The Schillinger System of Musical 

Composition [1946], p. 654, Figure 27: ñComplete table of Ɇ 13ò)  

 

 
 

 

Example 2.3. One of Schillingerôs compositional demonstrations that resemble chord-

scale theory (from The Schillinger System of Musical Composition [1946], pp. 658ï659, 

Figure 32: ñSymmetric melodizationò) 
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Ultimately, most of Schillingerôs ideas are conceptually problematic or lie outside 

the boundaries of this study. They were intended primarily as compositional tools rather 

than for analysis, and for the creation of new music unrestricted by previous conventions. 

Thus, they bear little connection to traditional tonal music theories and to our intuitions 

of classical styles. Even if I were undertaking a broader theory of CSSM (applicable to 

more than just classical music), I find Schillingerôs notion of chord-scale correspondence 

to be far too limiting and simplistic. Claude Palisca said of Schillingerôs work that it 

exhibits a ñlack of rigor and misuse of mathematical terminologyò (Nauert 1994, 9; 

originally from ñTheory, Theoristsò in an unspecified edition of New Grove Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians). Its applicability to music is often obscured by his tedious and 

jargon-laden style, his obsession with lists and numbers of questionable importance, and 

a frequent tone of grandiose claims and self-promotion. One reviewer in 1947 described 

The Schillinger System of Musical Composition as ñexhaustive and exhaustingò and ñthe 

most thoroughgoing example of misplaced ingenuity we have ever seenò (Nauert 1994, 

11).18 

George Russellôs Lydian Chromatic Concept 

Despite Schillingerôs contributions, chord-scale theory is most widely said to 

originate with jazz musician George Russell (1923ï2009) as demonstrated in his book, 

The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization for Improvisation, which he began 

working on in the 1940s and first distributed in 1953.19 The book has been credited as an 

                                                 
18 This quote is originally from Geoffrey Sharp, as published in Music Review 8 (1947, 311). 

 
19 Because of the 1953 versionôs lack of availability, I refer primarily to the 1959 edition of the book. At 

times, I also refer to the 2001 edition, which contains a significant amount of new material. For historical 

accounts of the book and Russellôs ideas, see Brubeck 2002 (190ï194) and Monson 2007 (283ï311). 
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influence on a number of important jazz musicians such as Miles Davis and John 

Coltrane, and it is also recognized as one of the first significant contributions to Western 

music theory that is rooted in a non-European musical style (specifically, American 

jazz).20 Much like Schillingerôs work, The Lydian Chromatic Concept has drawn 

criticism for its abstruse presentation and debatable arguments,21 but it has also been 

praised for its fresh perspective on Western tonality.22 Its central motivating idea is that 

every chord derives from a ñparentò or ñprincipalò scale, which may be realized in a 

composition or improvisation to fully express the chord. These scales are always in the 

form of a Lydian scaleðwhich Russell argues to be fundamentalðor one of its variants, 

as shown in Figure 2.1.23 Russell describes melodic material (whether improvised or 

composed) as either vertical or horizontal. Put simply, a vertical approach involves 

expressing the unique sound of each chord with material derived from their 

corresponding parent scalesðalmost as if each chord possessed its own quasi-tonalityð

whereas a horizontal approach involves the expression of a broader tonic scale, which 

does not necessarily conform to local chords.24 I loosely adapt Russellôs notions of 

                                                 
20 See, for example, Boothroyd 2010. For anecdotes about its influence on jazz musicians, see Russell 

2001. 

 
21 See, for example, Brubeck 2002 (191ï193), Hendler 1984, and Jeanquartier 1984. 

 
22 See, for example, Minkenberg 1993. Furthermore, TǾru Takemitsu reportedly lauded Russellôs Lydian 

Chromatic Concept as one of the two ñfinest books dealing with music written [in the twentieth] century,ò 

along with Messiaenôs Technique de mon langage musical (Burt 2002, 73ff.). 

 
23 Without going into the details of the idea here, one of Russellôs most memorable and thought-provoking 

quotes reads, ñThe major scale resolves to its tonic major chord. The Lydian scale is the sound of its tonic 

major chord.ò (Russell 1959, iiiïiv). 

 
24 Today, most jazz musicians describe horizontal playing as using one scale (or a similar source of pitch 

material) over multiple chords, and vertical playing as using a different scale (or melodic pattern, etc.) for 

each individual chord. 
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horizontal and vertical melody into my classifications of CSSM types presented in 

Chapter III.25 

 

Figure 2.1. Russellôs seven principal scales (from The Lydian Chromatic Concept, 4th ed. 

[2001], p. 13)  

 

 

 

Recent Chord-Scale Methods Associated with Berklee College of Music  

 Two relatively recent jazz pedagogical books that have attempted to explain jazz 

chord-scale theory in terms that are more compatible with traditional classical theory are 

The Chord-Scale Theory & Jazz Harmony by Barrie Nettles and Richard Graf (1997) and 

The Berklee Book of Jazz Harmony by Joe Mulholland and Tom Hojnacki (2013), both of 

which are based on methods taught at Berklee College of Music. Of all existing jazz 

chord-scale literature, these two books are perhaps the most aligned with classical theory. 

                                                 
25 For a somewhat more detailed but still conveniently brief overview of Russellôs Lydian Chromatic 

Concept, see pages 45ï50 of Scott Alexander Cook 2012. 
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Both books attempt to derive numerous types of scales mostly from traditional 

major/minor sources, much like I do in the present study but unlike much other jazz 

chord-scale literature. Also unlike popular, simpler forms of chord-scale theory 

(discussed below), these two books determine scales for chords according to chord 

function rather than mere chord quality. For example, majorïminor-seventh chords are 

assigned different scales depending on what they tonicize or resolve to within the broader 

key at hand. Many of their derivations are equivalent or very similar to what I describe in 

Chapter III as the principles of ñType-1,ò ñType-2,ò and ñType-2aò CSSM.  

 Both books use the term ñchord scaleò more regularly than most literature that 

could be described as representing chord-scale theory. They use the term to refer 

essentially to a scale that is associated with a particular chord, the two of which ñdo not 

have independent functions but represent the ótwo sides of one coinôò (Nettles and Graf 

1997, 10).26 Their suggested chord-scales (and their derivations) are largely based on 

theory rather than documented jazz practice; they are essentially theoretical rather than 

empirical. Some of their chord-scales are problematic. Many involve two versions of a 

scale degree, sometimes resulting in non-scalar intervals that are presented as if scalar. 

For example, some of their minor-key chord-scales contain a minor ^7, a leading tone, 

and a tonic note, all presented in succession. Moreover, some of their scale derivations 

are not convincingly explained; sometimes certain notes of a scale are included for no 

apparent reason other than supposed convention.  

                                                 
26 Nettles and Graf define chord-scale theory as ñ[t]he relationship of scales to certain chords and vice 

versaò (1997, 177). 
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 Because these two books are written for jazz pedagogical purposes, each refers to 

only a few small passages of classical music, and their observations of these passages do 

not amount to very much for the purposes of the present study. 

Simplified Forms of Jazz Chord-Scale Theory 

Since the emergence of Russellôs work, countless pedagogical materials for jazz 

improvisation have presented simpler, more accessible versions of chord-scale theory. 

These typically prescribe one or more scale types to each chord type found in jazz and are 

often presented in the form of a table called a ñscale syllabus,ò an example of which is 

reproduced in Table 2.1. This popular notion of chord-scale theory is criticized for its 

lack of attention to harmonic context, which can lead beginning students to treat all 

chords of the same quality as having the same function,27 and for its inability to fully 

explain the pitch content of jazz music.28 Nevertheless, simplified forms of chord-scale 

theory remain a staple in jazz education, although jazz educators generally agree that the 

chord-scale approach must be supplemented with other approaches. 

2. Has There Ever Been Anything Like Chord-Scale Theory for Classical Music? 

Surprisingly, I have not found anything approaching a general and systematic way 

to understand individual chord-scale interactions in classical music besides Tymoczkoôs 

(2011) brief presentation of what could be called four CSSM compositional techniques,  

                                                 
27 This is done partly so that improvisers do not always have to think about what key they are in when 

improvising over chord changes. With the exception of common harmonic formulas such as iiïVïI that 

clearly suggest a single key, it is much faster to simply think in terms of chord roots and qualities, as keys 

often change rapidly or are ambiguous (or even absent) in passages of jazz.  

 
28 For example, see Salley 2007. 
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Table 2.1. A pedagogical jazz scale syllabus (from Jamey Aebersold [2000], Jazz 

Handbook, p. 14.) 

 

 

 


