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 After years of neglect, music theorists are showing increasing 
interest in the nature of jazz improvisation.  Their writings cover a 
plethora of theoretical issues, many of which are associated with 
classical music; these range from Schenkerian theory and pitch-
class set theory, to formulaic and thematic-motivic analysis.1 To 
assist the aspiring jazz player, some have explained improvisation 
by recourse to the syntax of jazz harmony, the relationship between 
chords and scales, as well as the intricacies of jazz rhythm.2   
Increasingly, they have also studied the standard tunes used by jazz 
musicians, although at times the analytical methods employed seem 
to be at odds with jazz theory at least as it is practiced and taught 
by jazz musicians.3 
 The ephemeral nature of jazz improvisation and the lack of 
scores can hamper analytical work, and the improvisational process 
often remains hidden from the analyst. We can begin to 
deconstruct the “improvisational myth” by employing classical and 
jazz theories in tandem and concentrating on normative procedures 
accompanying the process of improvisation. In pursuing a 
common goal—unbiased inquiry into the structure of improvised 
music—each theoretical tradition can draw not only on the other’s 
analytical methodologies, but can also be edified by comparative 
analysis of the other’s traditions. Currently, an even tighter 
exchange of classical and jazz methodologies seems inevitable, as 
jazz scholarship has permanently secured its place in academia.  

                                                
1 For Schenkerian studies see: Larson 2009. For set analysis see: Pressing 1982, 
133-72; Block 1993, 229-52. For formulaic analysis see: Stewart 1973; Owens 
1974; Smith 1983. For motivic analysis see: Schuller 1979, 239-52; Martin 1996; 
Larson 1999, 283-314.  
2 For jazz harmony see: Dobbins 1994. For chord-scale relationship see: Ricker 
1977; Tymoczko 1997, 135-79. For rhythmic studies see: Waters 1996, 103-34; 
Larson 2006, 103-22.  
3 See Wilder 1972 and Forte 1995.  
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 Keith Jarrett’s interpretations of standard tunes reveal a 
sophisticated approach to improvisation in which two traditions, 
classical and jazz, merge into an elegant whole. Equally adept at 
both practices, Jarrett, through his vast performance and recording 
output, demonstrates that his familiarity with classical and jazz 
idioms enriches the aesthetic value of both repertoires. Jarrett’s solo 
introductions to standard tunes are as memorable to the listener as 
they are attractive to the music theorist. Full of harmonic surprises 
and compelling melodic turns, these intricate, fantasia-like 
extemporizations exhibit Jarrett’s masterful handling of musical 
form, melody, harmony, and counterpoint.  
 This study takes some initial steps towards decoding musical 
language expressed by Jarrett in his solo introduction to “Stella by 
Starlight.”4 The task is, of course, a tricky one, especially since it 
involves intruding on an artist’s private musical space and 
dissecting his most intimate thoughts with sterile theoretical tools.   
But this challenge makes the project all the more intriguing, and 
though any observations will be conjectural at best, the musical 
object Jarrett left us in recorded form makes it well worth the risk.  
Although the tune has already been widely discussed by jazz 
scholars, the paper begins by taking another look at the tune’s 
contrapuntal and phrase structure.5 Once this has been 
accomplished, the discussion will shift to Jarrett’s introduction, 
focusing on the rhetorical aspects of his playing and on his specific 
treatment of motives, form, and harmony.  

                                                
4 “Stella By Starlight” was recorded on July 2nd 1985 at the Palais des Congrés 
Studios de la Grande and opens the album Standards Live. 
5 See Annual Review of Jazz Studies 9, 1997-98. To explain the phrase structure in 
standard tunes, I employ the concept of Phrase Models discussed in Terefenko 
2009b, 1-83. In short, a typical Phrase Model has three parts: an initial chordal 
projection called phrase identifier, harmonic departure, and cadential closure. 
Normally all three elements are present but under special circumstances Phrase 
Models can be truncated.  For instance, the B section of a standard tune with a 
complex harmonic setting may utilize only parts of a Phrase Model without a 
cadential closure or a harmonic departure.  These models are called “incomplete.” 
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“Stella by Starlight” – Analysis of the Tune 
 
 Written by Victor Young for the movie The Uninvited 
(Paramount, 1944), “Stella By Starlight” has become one of the 
most popular of all jazz standards.6 Its appeal to jazz musicians is 
indisputable, so much so that almost all of the great jazz artists of 
the 1950s and beyond have recorded it at some point of their 
career. The lead-sheet version of the tune, shown in Example 1, 
includes four sets of harmonic changes: movie soundtrack, original 
song, jazz, and Jarrett’s. 
 The tune’s melody features a uniform rhythmic organization, 
mostly stepwise motion, and an expressive use of non-harmonic 
tones suspended over the barlines. The pitch a1 in m. 1 functions as 
the major 7th of the original Bßo or the 11th of Emø7 of the jazz 
version, while in m. 5, the same harmonic progression, Fm7- Bß7, 
supports the pitch g1 as the major 9th. These non-harmonic tones 
usually underscore important words of the lyrics, lending them a 
particular poignancy. The climax of the tune in m.17 corresponds 
to the lyrics: “That great symphonic theme”; at that point, the 
melodic eß2 becomes the ß13th of G‡, and f2 the 11th of Cm⁄⁄. 
Measures 20-23 continue to stress non-harmonic tones permeating 
the melody. The melodic descent from ^5 in m. 19 to ^7 in m. 25 
receives an interesting harmonic treatment. In m. 21, ^3 functions as 
the major 7th of Eßm‡ in the movie soundtrack and original 
versions, or the ƒ11th of Aß‡ in the jazz version; and, in m. 23, ^2 
behaves as the 9th of Bßma‡ or, as the 7th of Dm‡ in the movie 
soundtrack version. Figure 1 illustrates a melodic reduction of the 
tune. 
 

                                                
6 In the soundtrack (1944), the theme is uncredited and purely instrumental; it 
appears in D major and B major and is supported by a distinct chord progression 
that differs substantially from those used in the song (1946), jazz, or Jarrett’s 
versions.  Incidentally, the song version was published in a fake book from the 
1950’s (of an uncertain origins) in the key of G major. 
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Example 1. Stella by Starlight. Words by Ned Washington. Music by Victor 
Young. Copyright © 1946 (Renewed 1973, 1974) by Famous Music 

Corporation. International copyright secured. All rights reserved.  
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Figure 1. Melodic reduction. 
 

IN – Incomplete Neighbor 
DN – Double Neighbor...can you explain why this counts as a double 

neighbor? 
CUN – Chromatic Upper Neighbor 

 

 
 Although the harmonic changes initially seem quite different, 
they are actually more closely related, with the jazz changes 
appearing to be a middleground elaboration of the original 
progression. Nowhere is the relationship between the background 
and middleground more evident than in mm. 1-8. The opening 
progression of the original version, Bßo-F‡, stands out for its 
harmonic boldness and an ominous effect perfectly suited to a 
ghost story. Its relationship to the jazz changes: Em‡¯Ôfi˘-A‡-Cm‡-F‡ 
can be explained using common tone relationships between 
Em‡¯Ôfi˘-A‡, and Bßo (with the Bßo triad functioning as an upper 
structure of A‡¯Ô·˘). Since it is common in jazz practice to expand 
the dominant seventh space with its corresponding predominant ii7 
(provided that melodic notes agree with the harmony), the use of a 
Em‡¯Ôfi˘-A‡¯Ô·˘ progression is an acceptable choice for the original 
Bßo.7 However, the original Bßo, functioning as viio7/V, prepares the 
arrival of F‡ more efficiently than the A‡, which only relates back to 
the Em‡¯Ôfi˘ chord. Similarly, the space occupied by F‡ in the 
original version, is expanded by an embedded ii‡-V‡ progression. 
Hierarchically, Bßo is inferior to F‡, since the former, due to its 
highly unstable quality, can be heard as a contrapuntal elaboration 
of the more stable F‡. Another possible relationship between these 

                                                
7Terefenko 2009a. 
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two chords: Bßo interpreted as a rootless C‡¯Ô·˘ chord, will be 
explored by Jarrett at the end of his solo introduction.  
 The consolidation of jazz harmonic syntax (with its 
characteristic reharmonizations of standard harmonic progressions 
from the popular song repertory) cannot be more evident than in 
the treatment of IV-V or IV-I chord successions. In “Stella By 
Starlight” there are unique examples demonstrating a close affinity 
between the syntaxes of jazz and common practice harmony. 
Measures 15-16, for instance, allow for tonicization of G‡ by m. 17. 
The original version employs a local iv-V of G. In the jazz version, 
however, the focus shifts to a cycle-of-fifths progression, hence ii 
substitutes for iv. A similar harmonic scenario occurs in mm. 27-30 
where local iv-V progressions in the original version are 
transformed into ii-V in the jazz version. Measures 21-24 in the 
original use a iv-I succession. A relatively weak position of the 
plagal relationship (further emphasized by a minor predominant) 
gives way to a more idiomatic ßVII in m. 21 that utilizes a harmony 
with the root built on the blue note, Aß, of the Bß blues scale.   
 Given its unusual design, the formal structure of “Stella By 
Starlight” has been classified as an example of ABCA´ form.8 The 
distinct sections: A, B, and C represent the through-composed 
character of mm. 1-24, and A´ indicates a modified return of the 
opening material. Unlike its melodic properties, however, the tune’s 
harmonic progressions exhibit properties typical of a modified off-
tonic AABA prototype.9 Furthermore, the harmonic progressions 
in mm. 1-8 and mm. 8-16 of the jazz version show the use of 

                                                
8 Williams writes that: “[‘Stella’s’] melodic design at the section, or period, level is 
ABCA´ instead of more typical AABA or ABAC pattern found in the great 
majority of American popular ballads. Its C period, which corresponds to the B 
period, or bridge, of an AABA tune, ends on the tonic chord instead of preparing 
for a return to that chord.” Williams 1998, 27. 
9 I describe four formal prototypes associated with the repertory of standard 
tunes: monotonal and off-tonic for the AABA form, and monotonal and off-tonic 
for the ABAC form. The main characteristic of the monotonal design is the 
forward projection of the tonic triad.  The tonic governs the beginning of each of 
the three A sections. The off-tonic prototype features a backward projection of 
the tonic. Terefenko 2009b, 84-152. 
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Phrase Model 13.10 That model uses a ƒIV progression either at the 
beginning of a tune (off-tonic beginning) or immediately following 
the tonic. Figure 2 shows a voice-leading reduction of mm. 1-8 of 
the tune.  
 

Figure 2: Voice-leading reduction of mm. 1-8. 
 

 
 The background structure of the first A section employs the 
backward projection of the tonic triad. The tonic in m. 9 completes 
its backward projection and initiates another incomplete Phrase 
Model 13 with a harmonic departure on V in m. 13.11 The tonic 
chord is prolonged for the next three measures with D minor in m. 
11, before changing its status to IV of a newly tonicized Fma‡. The 
harmonic characteristics of mm. 13-16 are typical of jazz syntax 
 

                                                
10 The designation, Phrase Model, corresponds to various phrase types found in 
the repertory of standard tunes. In Terefenko 2009b, I classify fourteen Phrase 
Models, each with its unique harmonic, melodic, and rhetorical designs. It is 
beyond the scope of the article to fully explain the concept of Phrase Models, 
hence I will use only basic concepts as they pertain to the structure of “Stella by 
Starlight.” Terefenko 2009b, 1-83. 
11 Incomplete phrase models are harmonically open and can be truncated.  
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 Figure 3. Voice-leading reduction of the original and lead-sheet versions.  
 

 
and can be classified as an incomplete Phrase Model 7.12 The 
rationale behind this assertion stems from the important harmonic 
changes permeating this segment. Whereas in other tunes harmonic 
departure depicts a motion to a new key area, the use of a new 
phrase model as a sub-category of Phrase Model 13 in “Stella By 
Starlight” indicates the harmonic complexity of mm. 9-16.  

                                                
12 Phrase Model 7 is based on the background harmonic design that features a [(I)-
vii7-(III7)- V7] – (||) – ii – V – (I) chord succession. Notation: “[ ]” indicate phrase 
identifier; “(||)” – harmonic departure. 
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Figure 3, continued. 
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Figure 3, continued. 
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Figure 3, continued. 
 

 
 Just as in a typical AABA form, the bridge occurs in mm. 17-
24. One of the most apparent characteristics of the passage is its 
slow harmonic rhythm. The opening chord, G‡, begins a quasi 
cycle-of-fifths progression: G‡-Cm‡-Aß‡-Bßma‡. The harmonic 
design of the bridge, in my classification of phrase models, 
corresponds to an incomplete Phrase Model 5.13 What seems to be 
                                                
13 Phrase Model 5 is based on the background harmonic design that features a [vi7] 
– (||) – ii – V – (I) chord succession. 
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at odds with a typical AABA-type tune is the conclusion of the 
bridge in the tonic. This unusual location of the tonic defies the 
precepts of the interrupted form, which emphasizes motion to the 
dominant at the end of the first branch of interruption. Figure 3 
proposes a voice-leading reduction of the original and lead-sheet 
versions of the tune. 
 The comparison of the two versions reveals some voice 
leading problems on the part of the original version. For instance, 
in the second A section (mm. 9-16), the progression Bßo-Cm-D7 

moves in parallel octaves. In the jazz version, this problem is 
solved by supporting ^6 with a local viiø7, and, then including a local 
iiø7-V7 as the preparation of VI.  
 
 
“Stella by Starlight” – Analysis of the Solo Introduction 
 
The solo introduction to “Stella By Starlight” raises a number of 
interesting questions: What is the role of the original song in 
shaping the design of the introduction? How do the phrase and 
harmonic structures of the original influence the flow of the 
introduction? What compositional techniques govern the overall 
shape of the introduction proper? Analysis of the introduction 
begins to engage these issues critically. Example 2 shows my 
transcription of Jarrett’s introduction. Henry Martin posits that “ 
[i]nterpretation of an original melody in jazz performance may be 
taken to such extremes that the original is in effect recomposed by the 
improvisers.”14 While he refers to the rendition of a “head,” a 
similar observation can be made with respect to Jarrett’s 
introductions. Jarrett not only recomposes the melodic and 
harmonic content, he goes on to decompose the formal structure of 
the tune, thus creating a new and compelling formal paradigm. For 
Jarrett, the improvisation of a solo introduction is an organic 
process in which salient melodic and harmonic events from the 
original tune are masterfully reworked using motivic, thematic, 
tonal, and formal transformational techniques.  
 

                                                
14 Martin 1998, 77.  
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Example 2. “Stella by Starlight” – solo introduction.  
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Example 2, continued. 
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Overview 
 
 The form of the introduction can be represented by a five-part 
scheme: exordium-presentation-departure-return-codetta model, 
loosely based on the structure of classical rhetoric.15 Jarrett’s 
oratory style manifests itself not only through musical 
expressions—which have become indispensable components of his 
playing—but also through growls, singing, ecstatic exclamations, 
and eccentric physical poses. A well-skilled “rhetorician,” Jarrett is 
capable of using rhetorical devises in a masterful way, fully 
engaging the audience and controlling its expectations through his 
powerful musical discourse.  
 A brief exordium establishes the overall mood of the entire 
introduction, introduces an important harmonic gesture Abma7-
Dm11-Bßm(ma7)-F/A, and presents salient melodic shapes. The 
presentation paraphrases the original melody and sets up 
transformational devices to become manifest in the departure 
section: interpolated ii-V sequences and melodic expansions. The 
melodic line of the presentation unfolds in an uncontrived manner 
and features the development of motivic cells, the expansion of 
melodic range, and the use of compound melody. The departure 
consists of two distinct harmonic ideas underlying the harmonic 
structure of “Stella By Starlight”: a descending fifth sequence 
beginning on ƒIV and the third-related progression Dm‡-Bßm‡. In 
addition, the melodic content from the presentation undergoes a 
substantial motivic reworking. After the climax in m. 42, a concise 
return section restates the original melody and revisits the most 
salient harmonic events from the exordium and the presentation. 
The codetta features a C pedal point that ingeniously prepares the 
entrance of the rhythm section.  
 Tempo and continuity of the introduction constitute important 
factors determining the overall flow of the performance. The 
exordium has a certain tentative and thoughtful character to it. The 

                                                
15 Arrangement (Gk. taxis; Lat. dispositio) is the organization of the speech into 
parts, which, in a legal speech, are often composed of the following sections: 1) 
introduction (Gk. prooimion, Lat. exordium); 2) narration (Gk. diegesis, Lat. narratio; 3) 
proof (Gk. pistis, Lat. probatio; and, 4) conclusion or epilogue (Gk. epilogus, Lat. 
peroratio). Kennedy 1994. 
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presentation establishes a more defined tempo, but still within the 
confines of tempo rubato. The ebb and flow of temporal groupings 
seem to be completely dictated by the soprano line and Jarrett’s 
singing style of playing. The departure retains the melodic 
continuity of the presentation and still features an improvisatory 
tempo rubato, which allows Jarrett to disregard barlines and focus 
entirely on the melodic and motivic components. The introduction 
employs a paraphrase technique to transform its melodic and 
harmonic content.16 Not only does Jarrett’s paraphrasing engage 
the original melody, but also the tune’s harmonic and formal 
structure.  
 
 
Exordium, mm. 1-3 
 
 Notwithstanding its brevity, the exordium articulates “Stella’s” 
prominent key relations and foreshadows melodic motives brought 
to prominence in the departure and return sections. Jarrett employs 
his favorite three-part texture – a not-so-distant cousin of chorale-
style texture – with the top part providing the melody, the bass 
delineating the harmony, and inner voices weaving in chordal 
extensions and contrapuntal lines. 
 Two of the most significant harmonic features of the tune are 
the tritone relationship between the tonic and the ƒIV harmony, 
and third-related progressions. Jarrett’s first four chords of the 
exordium succinctly summarize these characteristics. The initial 
progression preparing the arrival of Dm7 expands a rootless Aßma7 
via Cm⁄⁄. The opening Aßma‡ creates a tritone with Dm‡, thus 
alluding to the Bß-Em‡¯Ôfi˘ relationship. The third-progression 
Dm11-Bßm(ma7) along with its resolution in m. 13 of the song, also 
                                                
16 Williams while commenting on the art of paraphrase in Oscar Peterson’s 
renditions of “Stella By Starlight,” takes issue with Kernfeld’s definition of 
paraphrase as “the recognizable ornamentation of an existing tune.” Williams 
points out that: “[t]he condition of recognizability, or to use Meyer’s term 
conformance, to a preexisting model is crucial, but alteration seems preferable to 
ornamentation as the operative noun. For paraphrase does not always involve adding 
notes, which is what ornamentation implies. Rather, it may involve changing 
certain attributes of the original notes while keeping other attributes intact, or 
even deleting notes.” Williams 1998, 25-6. 
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occupies a prominent role in the initial three measures. The original 
melody from mm. 11-13 serves as the motivic content for the 
exordium. Figure 4 shows a melodic reduction of the exordium.  
 

Figure 4. Melodic reduction of the exordium. 

 
The melodic activities converge around a ^5 axis. Besides repeating 
motivic cells in almost identical forms, Jarrett uses a compound 
melody at a basic level. A sustained f1 constitutes a lower voice and 
a melodic ascent up to bß1 belongs to an upper voice of the 
compound melody. Further manifestations of this technique occur 
in mm. 17-19.  
 With great economy of means, the exordium anticipates 
essential compositional devices and establishes principal 
dichotomies between stable and unstable formations. In the 
opening section, Jarrett does not depart from the original tune, and 
yet, makes the exordium sound original and spontaneous.  
 
 
Presentation, mm. 4-19 
 
 In the presentation section, Jarrett employs the melodic and 
harmonic material from the tune continuously, but ventures 
beyond the lead-sheet version by offering his unique take on 
harmonic substitutions, tonal expansions, and motivic 
developments. Interestingly, his treatment of harmony preserves 
many aspects of the original; the few notable exceptions include a 
reharmonization of original changes in m. 7, a linear preparation of 
m. 11, and the tonic expansion in m. 15. Unfolding with 
compositional logic, the design of the melody combines literal 
quotations from the tune and the exordium with a creative 
reworking of salient motivic cells. Toward the end of the 
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presentation, however, Jarrett suddenly abandons the original 
melody and transitions into the departure section with an 
impressive compound melody texture.  
 The use of an interpolated ii-V sequence (mm. 6-7), whose 
origins stem from the reharmonization of the original changes, 
prepares the listener for an almost obsessive use of that 
progression in the departure section. Jarrett’s wandering off at this 
point is an indication that the presentation still exists in an 
imaginative time space that precedes the head. In m. 7, Jarrett 
reharmonizes Eßma‡ with a disguised ii-V progression – a 
continuation of the original harmony from m. 6. This brief 
harmonic expansion in m. 7 is followed by a return of the original 
melody in mm. 8-9. The motivic content of m. 8 plays a vital role 
in the overall construction of the soprano line. Measures 10-11 
constitute an extension of m. 8 and develop the original motivic 
cell. The original motive – primary motive – shown in Figure 5, 
combines a scalar descent from ^4 to ^1 and a skip of a major third 
up to ^3. 
 

Figure 5. Primary motive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Each of the four-note groupings in mm. 10-11 resembles 
primary motive in one way or another while proceeding in continuity 
with the tune at the same time. Jarrett’s motivic manipulations 
include: replacement, expansion, and deletion.17 Measure 10 loosely 
preserves the intervallic properties of primary motive. The opening 
note of the first four-note grouping, c2, replaces the first note of 
primary motive and so does the last note of the second four-note 
grouping. Beats 1 and 2 of m. 10 preserve the contour of primary 
motive while beats 3 and 4 invert it. A scalar descent ^4 - ^1 occurs at 
the beginning of m. 11 in its original form transposed up an octave. 
An octave displacement of a <d1-eß1> dyad ends the first 
                                                
17 Gingerich 1986, 75-93. 
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occurrence of consecutive 8th notes. The notes d1 and eß1 are 
members of an incomplete inverted primary motive where the notes 
bß and c1 are replaced by d2 and eß2.  
 A general outline of the soprano line in mm. 9-17, illustrated in 
Figure 6, features an arch-like contour and employs primary motive 
along with motivic fragments from mm. 1-3. Its structural 
properties include an <f1-d2> ascent in mm. 9-12, balanced by a 
<d2-d1> octave descent in mm. 13-15. Scale degree 3 in m. 12 
constitutes the 5th of a G‡¯Ò·˘ and is embellished with an upper 
neighbor, the ß13, of a G‡¯Ô·,Ô⁄‹˘ sonority. The <d2-d1> octave 
descent exhibits familiar motivic properties, including a 
metamorphosis of primary motive and other introductory motivic 
cells.  
 

Figure 6. Melodic transformations of primary motive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 By continually reiterating the f1 on the off beats and projecting 
a separate melodic strand on the downbeats in mm. 17-19, Jarrett 
implies a compound melody previously hinted at in mm. 1-3. 
Measures 17-19 include an inner-voice “pedal point” on f1, a circle-
of-fifth progression, and an independent contrapuntal line. The 
dissonances occurring on strong beats function as chordal 
extensions of the downbeat chords. Figure 7 summarizes these 
relationships.  
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Figure 7. Melodic/harmonic relationships.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The harmonic progression in mm. 16-19 corresponds to the 
last eight measures of the tune and includes a descending ii‡-V‡ 

sequence beginning on ƒ4̂. The counterpoint line in the tenor voice, 
<d, eß, g, a, a, f, g, eß> (mm. 18-19), and the soprano line disguise 
the underlying progression and demonstrate Jarrett’s linear 
treatment of the harmony. Figure 8 illustrates this scenario.  
 

Figure 8: Linear elaboration of harmony. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A similar harmonic elaboration occurs in mm. 10-11, where jazz 
changes Fma‡-Emø‡-A‡-Amø‡-D‡-G‡ undergo a similar 
transformation. Figure 9 shows the middleground level passing 
chords expanding the lead-sheet chord changes.  
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Figure 9. Harmonic expansions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Jarrett’s treatment of the original melody indicates that the 
metric position of ^1, ^3, and ^5 is not accidental; instead, it reveals his 
central concern in projecting the tonality of the introduction. The 
distribution of notes in the original melody places metric accents 
on ^7 and ^5. Jarrett’s elaboration, however, shifts the emphasis from 
^7 to ^3 and ^1, then descends down to ^5. This subtle shift not only 
projects a ^3- ^1 melodic span at the expense of chordal extensions, 
but also delineates the chord tones of the tonic. The underlying 
harmonic progression, however, disguises the melodic unfolding of 
the Bß triad: ^3 becomes the 7th, ^1 the ß5th of Em‡¯Ôfi˘, and ^5 in m. 2 
an 11th of Cm⁄⁄.  
 Although the surface harmonic progression of mm. 4-7 (with 
the exception of Bß in m. 8) does not support the tonic, the 
distribution of chord tones within the melody and their metric 
placement articulate the key of Bß. Since the Bß triad in m. 8 is a 
goal of the initial harmonic progression and its chord members 
constitute essential melodic components of mm. 4-7, one may 
assume that the arrival of Bß is as an example of a backward 
projection of the triad. Incidentally, that progression (beginning on 
ƒIV) is often used as an effective reharmonization of a diatonic 
chord sequence, provided that the soprano line yields either ^3- ^2- ^1 
or ^8- ^7- ^6- ^5 melodic patterns. Figure 10 shows the ^3- ^2- ^1 and ^8- ^7- ^6- ^5 
melodic patterns with their possible harmonic realizations.  
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Figure 10. Harmonic realizations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Throughout the presentation, ^5 and other members of the tonic 
triad have been metrically stressed, even though the supporting 
harmonies might have disguised their primary functional 
associations. The beginning of the presentation emphasizes ^3 and 
the end features a ^5 pedal point in an inner voice. Between these 
structural points, Jarrett makes frequent references to the chord 
tones of the governing tonic by positioning them on the beat, and, 
at the same time, conceals them as members of different harmonic 
formations. The space between chord tones is filled-in by diatonic 
passing notes (with the exception of ß^7 and ß^6) or decorated with 
upper or lower neighbor tones. A voice-leading reduction of the 
presentation, given in Figure 11, indicates these properties. Figure 
12 shows the distribution of key areas in the presentation section. 
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Figure 11. Voice-leading reduction of the presentation. 
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Figure 12. Key areas of the presentation. 
 

 
The end of the presentation (mm. 17-19) elides with the departure 
section as an arch-like melodic line overlaps the formal boundaries. 
A gradual expansion of registral space up to d2 in m. 20 is followed 
by a chromatic stepwise descent toward f1 in m. 23. Independent of 
the underlying harmonies unfolding the melodic phrase in mm. 17-
19, and its balanced consequent (mm. 20-23) over the same 
harmonic support, constitutes an ingenious method of launching 
the departure section such that one hardly notices the formal 
division, despite the clear reference to the opening harmonic 
changes in mm. 20-21.  
 
 
Departure, mm. 20-42 
 
A melodic motion beginning in m. 17 forms an antecedent phrase 
in mm. 17-19, while the opening of the departure section provides 
the consequent phrase. A sense of melodic continuity conceals that 
formal division and secures the mellifluous flow of the 
introduction. The departure draws on three salient ideas that 
embody the character of the tune: a descending sequence of ii-V’s 
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beginning on ƒIV, primary motive, and a third-related progression 
Dm7-Bßm7-(Fadd2/A). Figure 13 shows these properties.  
 

Figure 13. Salient properties of “Stella by Starlight.” 
 

 
The departure contains three subordinate parts, mm. 20-30, mm. 
31-35, and mm. 36-42. Measures 20-30 illustrate Jarrett’s treatment 
of the sequential ii-V progression beginning on ƒIV. Jarrett first 
renders the descending sequence in its original form (mm. 20-23), 
then inverts it (mm. 23-25), and, finally, chromatically enlarges it 
(mm. 26-30). Measures 31-35 make a long-range connection to the 
exordium. The opening progression Dm7-Bßm7-(Fadd2/A) 
undergoes three sets of melodic and harmonic transformations. 
Measures 36-42 prepare the climax of the introduction and further 
develop the motivic material from the presentation. Measures 20-
30 and mm. 31-35 exhibit a well-organized design and reveal 
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Jarrett’s compositional strategies. Not only does he balance each 
section by transforming the principal idea three times, but with 
each consecutive repetition, he also delves into more complex 
harmonic regions.  
 Measures 20-30 reinforce the large-scale meaning of the ƒIV 
sequence. The original form of the descending progression yields 
Em‡¯Ôfi˘-A‡-Dm‡-G‡-Cm‡-F‡ and relates to mm. 20-22 of the 
introduction. Its inversion in mm. 24-25 includes an ascending 
sequence of ii-V’s, i.e. Gm‡-C‡-Am‡-D‡. The chromatic expansion 
beginning in m. 26 features the longest, and most advanced 
harmonic span: Cƒm‡-Fƒ‡-Bm‡-E‡-Am‡-D‡-Gm‡-C‡-F‡-Bßma‡. The 
Cƒm chord in m. 26 forms a tritone with the Gm chord, the key of 
the relative minor – an association that effectively mirrors the 
tritone relationship between Bß major and Em7(ß5). 
 The melodic content of mm. 20-30 resembles that of the 
presentation and unfolds independently of the harmonic structure 
of the tune. Measures 20-22 feature a chromatic d2-f1 descent that 
expands the diatonic descent from mm. 4-5. Notice that the choice 
of chromatic notes imbues the underlying chords with secondary 
extensions considerably enhancing the level of dissonance in 
comparison to the earlier section.18 The resulting chords present an 
impressive collection of Jarrett’s favorite voicings. Figure 14 
illustrates some of his characteristic harmonic structures.  
 A ii-V local progression in m. 23 tonicizes the submediant and 
triggers an inverted ii-V harmonic ascent. The melody in m. 23 
contains a residue of primary motive and undergoes inversion and 
transposition at a different pitch level. Its goal, an expressive 
suspension resolving upwards, elides with the beginning of the 
inverted harmonic ascent.19  Measure 25 presents a similar type of 
suspension as bß1 becomes the ß9 of Am7 and unexpectedly resolves 
up to c2.  
 The last reiteration of the descending ii-V sequence is the 
longest, most harmonically advanced, and furthest removed from 
the tonic as Jarrett abandons the original harmonic framework and 
approaches this expansion with a pervasive stepwise chromaticism. 
                                                
18 Secondary extensions, as opposed to primary extensions, constitute diatonic 
and/or chromatic versions of 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths. Terefenko 2009b, 8-17. 
19 This type of suspension is known as the retardation.  
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The seventh between the bass and soprano <d, c2> in m. 25 
resolves to an octave <cƒ, cƒ2> in m. 26. The D7 functions as a 
chromatic upper neighbor to the preceding C#m and darkens the 
progression with a distinct Phrygian coloring. The melodic activity 
of the passage in mm. 26-28 suggests Cƒ Aeolian and unfolds more 
independently from the underlying harmonic progression.  
 

Figure 14. Jarrett’s characteristic harmonic formations.  
 

 
 Measures 31-35 establish another large-scale connection with 
mm. 1-3 of the introduction. The third-related progression, Dm7-
Bßm7-Fadd2/A, undergoes harmonic and melodic transformations in 
three distinct stages. The melodic range considerably widens up to 
a2 and incessantly develops previously stated ideas. In m. 31, Jarrett 
horizontalizes members of the Bß triad in the soprano, while the 
auxiliary ii-V progression accesses the mediant key area. A melodic 
ascent up to a2 begins on the secondary extension, e2. The 
preparation of e2 is metrically displaced by a beat, where it belongs 
to the A‡ harmony. A downward arpeggiation of the F triad in m. 
32 encircles the Dm‡-Bßm‡ progression. Each time the implied 
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descent Bßm7-Fadd2/A occurs, it enjoys a different harmonic 
treatment. In m. 33, a rootless A‡¯Ò·˘ prepares the arrival of a 
complete A‡¯Ô⁄‹˘, in the next measure, a Gm‡ precedes A‡¯Ò·˘, and, 
finally, in m. 35, the A‡¯Ò·˘ anticipates Aßma‡¯Ò⁄⁄˘.  
 The design of inner voices has strong melodic characteristics 
and illustrates Jarrett’s vivid contrapuntal awareness. Measures 31-
35 include a well-designed inner voice that nicely counterpoints the 
soprano line. The ascent up to g2 in m. 32 is accompanied by an 
<a, cƒ1, c1> counterpoint in the tenor voice, thus accommodating 
D melodic minor and D Dorian environments, respectively. A 
contrapuntal expansion of Dm in m. 35 implies a similar harmonic 
solution as in m. 32, yet the contrary motion between soprano and 
tenor voice (loosely resembling the technique of voice-exchange) 
produces a freshly sounding sonority. In addition, d2 positions itself 
as a center of the melodic wedge between the soprano and alto.  
Both contrapuntal voices (tenor and alto) are saturated with 
chordal extensions whose unorthodox placement with respect to 
the chord tones of D minor (<e1-d2>, <d1-cƒ1>) further escalates 
tension within the chord.  
 Measures 36-39 continue to display Jarrett’s linear approach to 
harmony. The chromatic descent in the bass expands an Aß-D 
tritone span. Once again, Jarrett makes a large-scale reference to 
the beginning. The melodic gesture <f1, g1, aß1> serves as a building 
block of the soprano line and constitutes a truncated inversion of 
primary motive. The trichordal idea in mm. 36-37 occurs in exact 
inversion and transposition. In mm. 38-39 Jarrett takes intervallic 
liberties with primary motive, yet preserves the three-note grouping. 
A three-note cell <aß1, bß1, b1> in mm. 38-39, for instance, 
constitutes a compressed version of primary motive.  
 The outer-voice counterpoint in mm. 36-39 shows some 
interesting intervallic properties. Jarrett begins the passage with a 
major 6th between the bass and soprano. The melodic ab1 

anticipates the arrival of G‡ and functions as a 9-8 suspension with 
a traditional preparation following the rules of common-practice 
music. Measures 37-38 repeat the content of m. 36, transposed 
down a whole step. The arrival on Dm in m. 39 uses six-voice 
structures, the quality of which is camouflaged by the absence of 
the minor 3rd. Figure 15 proposes a voice-leading reduction of the 
departure section.  
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Figure 15. Voice-leading reduction of the departure. 
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 The last three measures of the departure are harmonically the 
most challenging as they project more extreme expansion of a 
tritone span via a descending ii-V progression that begins on Cƒm. 
The harmonic caesura on G‡ in m. 42 constitutes the climax of the 
introduction, discharging energy effectively accumulated in the 
preceding measures. Jarrett’s settling on G‡ emphasizes secondary 
extensions and constant intervallic structures in the inner voices. 
His implementation of parallel intervallic structures in m. 42 does 
not obscure the overall perception of the dominant sonority nor 
does it violate the rules of voice leading. The outer-voice 
counterpoint incorporates the root in the bass, with the 7th in the 
soprano. Even though consecutive parallel fourths include gß1 (a 
major 7th!), its passing, dissonant status only enhances the 
presentation of the G‡ chord.  
 In summary, Jarrett projects the developmental character of 
the departure section by employing interpolated ii-V progressions 
and expands its tonal boundaries by exploring two types of tritone 
relationships: primary, between the tonic and ƒ^4, and, secondary, 
between the relative minor and ƒ^2. The use of interpolated ii-V 
progressions is essential in preparing chromatic key areas, such as 
Cƒm in m. 26.  
 
 
Return and Coda, mm. 43-51 
 
 The return combines the transformation of the opening 
gesture of the original tune with a brief restatement of the third-
related progression Dm‡-Bßm‡ from mm. 1-3. The melody returns 
to its normal register in m. 43, following a dramatic registral shift 
from g2 to a1. A voice-leading reduction of mm. 43-47 is shown in 
Figure 16. 
 Notice that Jarrett’s harmonic progression in mm. 43-46, given 
the effective tonicization of IV, recapitulates the harmonic setting 
of mm. 4-8 of the presentation. The treatment of IV in m. 45 
illustrates Jarrett’s constant search for new harmonic territories. 
The superimposed D major triad over Eß in the bass illustrates a 
complex formation with the ƒ9 and ƒ11 as secondary chromatic 
extensions.  
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Figure 16. Voice-leading reduction of the return. 

 
 In preparation for the arrival of the C pedal point, the 
progression Dm‡-Bßm‡ in m. 47 asserts its predominant status. The 
choice of the secondary dominant pedal point as a penultimate 
harmonic event before the end of the introduction proper, 
establishes the connection between the vexing Bßº and F‡ from the 
opening harmonic progression. In this context, the Bßº functions as 
a rootless C‡¯Ô·˘ and tonicizes F‡.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Jarrett’s prelude to “Stella By Starlight” exhibits a well-
organized design in which salient harmonic and melodic entities 
from the original tune provide the basic building blocks for the 
structure of the entire introduction. Its highly logical design, along 
with an impressive execution of transformational processes, seems 
to suggest pre-compositional planning on Jarrett’s part. Indeed, 
when examining his other solo introductions in the style of 
“Stella,” with a characteristic improvisatory tempo rubato and 
chorale-style texture, one notices obvious characteristics underlying 
his improvisational approach. It seems that Jarrett’s fondness for 
that particular “introduction prototype,” firmly ingrained in his 
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musical consciousness, enables him to masterfully execute it on the 
piano. If, for a moment, we entertain a possibility that the 
introduction to “Stella by Starlight” was entirely extemporized 
(which it surely was), the division between improvisation and 
composition becomes so thin that in the hands of great 
improvisers the line becomes blurred, perhaps disappearing 
completely.  
 
References: 
Block, Steven. 1993. “Organized Sound: Pitch-Class Relations in the Music of 

Ornette Coleman.” Annual Review of Jazz Studies 6: 229-252. 
Dobbins, Bill. 1994. A Creative Approach to Jazz Piano Harmony. Rottenberg, 

Germany: Advance Music. 
Forte, Allen. 1995. The American Popular Ballad of the Golden Era 1924-1950.  

Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Gingerich, L. Lora. 1986. “A Technique for Melodic Motivic Analysis in the Music 
of Charles Ives.” Music Theory Spectrum 8: 75-93. 

Kennedy, A. George. 1994. A New History of Classical Rhetoric. Princeton: PUP. 
Larson, Steven. 2009. Analyzing Jazz – A Schenkerian Approach. Hillsdale, NY: 

Pendragon Press. 
____________. 1999. “Swing and Motive in Three Performances by Oscar 

Peterson,” Journal of Music Theory 43/2: 283-314. 
____________. 2006. “Rhythmic Displacement in the Music of Bill Evans.” In 

Structure and Meaning in Tonal Music: Festschrift in Honor of Carl Schachter. 
Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press: 103-22. 

Martin, Henry. 1996. Charlie Parker and Thematic Improvisation. NJ: Scarecrow Press. 
____________. 1997-98. “The Nature of Recomposition: Miles Davis and “Stella 

By Starlight.” Annual Review of Jazz Studies 9: 77. 
Owens, Thomas. 1974. “Charlie Parker: Techniques of Improvisation.” Ph.D. 

diss., University of California. 
Pressing, Jeff. 1982. “Pitch Class Set Structures in Contemporary Jazz.” 

JazzForschung/Jazz Research 14: 133-72. 
Schuller, Gunther. 1979. “Sonny Rollins and Thematic Improvising.” In Jazz 

Panorama. Edited by Martin Wiliams. New York: Da Capo: 239-52. 
Smith, Greg. 1983. “Homer, Gregory, and Bill Evans?  The Theory of Formulaic 

Composition in the Context of Jazz Piano Improvisation.”  Ph.D. diss., 
Harvard University. 

Stewart, Milton. 1973. “Structural Development in the Jazz Improvisational 
Technique of Clifford Brown.”  Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan. 



Intégral 

 

114 

Terefenko, Dariusz. 2009a. “Jazz Transformations of the ii7-V7-I Progression.” 
Current Research in Jazz 1. 

_______________. 2009b. Keith Jarrett’s Transformation of Standard Tunes: Theory, 

Analysis and Pedagogy. VDM Verlag. 
Tymoczko, Dmitri. 1997. “The Consecutive-Semitone Constraint on Scalar 

Structure: A Link Between Impressionistic and Jazz Styles.” Integral 11: 135-
79. 

Waters, Keith. 1996. “Blurring the Barline: Metric Displacement in the Piano Solo 
of Herbie Hancock.” Annual Review of Jazz Studies 8: 103-34. 

Wilder, Alec. 1972. American Popular Song, The Great Innovators, 1900-1950. New 
York: Oxford University Press.  

Williams, J. Kent. 1998. “Oscar Peterson And The Art Of Paraphrase: The 1965 
Recording Of ‘Stella By Starlight.’” Annual Review of Jazz Studies 9: 27. 


