See John Salmon’s master class on this piece in this issue.
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MASTER CLASS

DAVE BRUBECK'S

Photo by Rev. Bill Carter

John Salmon with Dave Brubeck backstage
in Chattanooga, TN (2000)

hile Dave Brubeck may be best known
as a jazz pianist, he is an equally pro-

lific composer of works suitable for

the concert stage, all written out and

performable by classically trained
musicians. Indeed, he has always described himself as “a
composer who plays the piano,” rather than the oppo-
site, and it is probably no exaggeration to assert that his
compositional study with Darius Milhaud during 1946-47
was the pivotal experience that—even more than his
many triumphs and successes as a jazz musician—has
shaped his career. Milhaud encouraged Dave to become
a professional musician, something that, astonishingly,
Dave had doubted until Milhaud's encouragement; to
dare; and to compose using the jazz idiom, as Milhaud
himself had done in 1923 with his groundbreaking La
creation du monde.

The present Chorale (you'll find it in this issue begin-
ning on page 24) is the second movement of Brubeck’s
large-scale piano solo, Chromatic Fantasy Sondata. At 32
minutes, it is the longest of his piano pieces and the one
with the most explicit references to J.S. Bach. To fully
appreciate Brubeck’s ingenuity and the piece’s composi-
tional sophistication, it helps to know the other move-

ments. Three themes appear throughout the work’s four

movements, unifying the cycle motivically: (1) a descend-
ing chromatic line, seen in the Chorale in bars 1-5 of the
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bass voice; (2) a twelve-tone theme, heard in the top line
of bars 11-14; and (3) another twelve-tone theme, this
one expanding out symetrically, embodied in the tenor
line of bars 26 through the first beat of bar 31. (These
three themes come together in the Fugue, the third
movement of Chromatic Fantasy Sonata, creating, in
essence, a fugue with three subjects.)
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Despite these dodecaphonic aspects, the work comes
across as freely tonal with C major as the clearly per-
ceived tonic. Two melodies unique to the movement—
one fairly diatonic (the soprano line of bars 1-10), the
other more chromatic (48-55)—are firmly rooted in C.

Despite these dodecaphonic aspects, the work comes
across as freely tonal with C major as the clearly per-
ceived tonic. Two melodies unique to the movement—
one fairly diatonic (the soprano line of bars 1-10), the
other more chromatic (48-55)—are firmly rooted in C.

There are traditional instances of functionality, as in
the dominant-tonic relationship in bar 6 (C7 to F minor)
or the half cadence of bar 55. There are also plenty of
standard jazz chords, like the juicy D major nine chord
on the downbeat of bar 17.

There are also examples of Milhaudian (and Brubeck-
ian!) bitonality—as in bar 18 where the right hand plays
an E7 chord while the left hand arpeggiates triads on B-
flat, G, E, and D-flat.

But all this analysis may obscure the movement’s cen-
tral appeal—its heartfelt lyricism (as in bars 1-10),
reminding me of the ingenuous songfulness of Edward
MacDowell—and romantic textures straight out of
Chopin or Rachmaninoff (as in bars 11-22). Hence a
refined sense of cantabile and legato is indispensable to
a good performance. Those unfamiliar with this classical
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