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Motivic Progression 

The motivic progression of a composition is the systematic development of molecular 

rhythmic, melodic, and/or harmonic
42

 musical ideas
43

 over the course of the work. Drama and 

motive often maintain a close relationship. In The Light, motives are associated with particular 

dramatic themes,
44

 and the relationship among various motives augments the impact of the 

narration. In addition, motives may be combined or transformed to achieve new meaning in new 

dramatic situations. 

While composing The Light, I had in mind the manipulation of core interval sets in a 

manner similar to Schoenberg
45

 and Webern
46

.  Although my piece maintains tonal centers 

throughout, I composed with a small group of interval cells in mind. The first cell, introduced in 

the opening scene of the piece (figure 2), is a series of rising fourths. Throughout the piece, 

Figure 2. Rising Fourths in the Opening Measures of The Light. 

Strings

 

                                                 
42

 I use harmony here in the general sense: harmonic motives include set-classes developed 

motivically as well as harmonic progressions or successions. 
43

 Although rhythmic, melodic, or harmonic motives occur most frequently, the composer may 

choose to treat any musical dimension motivically. 
44

 Although this usage is related to Wagner's use of Leitmotif, I prefer to avoid that term in the 

present context because my idea of motivic development is a more general one. In addition to 

Leitmotif, motivic progression includes harmonic or sonority motives such as Schoenberg's use 

of the 3-3 [014] set in "Nacht" from Pierrot Lunaire and rhythmic motives such as the ones in 

Schwantner's New Morning for the World. For a history of the term Leitmotif see Arnold 

Whittall, "Leitmotif," The New Grove Dictionary of Music Online, ed L. Macy (Accessed 13 

August 2002), <http://www.grovemusic.com>.  
45

 For example, the [014] set in "Nacht" from Pierrot Lunaire, op. 21 (1912). 
46

 For example, the [014] set in "Wie bin ich froh" from Drei Lieder, op. 25 (1935). 
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the rising perfect fourth interval represents the perfection of God. Another important element is 

rising stepwise motion, which I also intend to associate with divine perfection. The rising fourth 

and upward stepwise motion appear in a variety of contexts.  

The fourths in figure 3, also taken from early in the composition, initially appear to be a 

series of descending fourths (B to F#, C# to G#). However, their arrangement over the two  

Figure 3. Antiphonal Statement of Upward Fourth Motive. 
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measures signifies a simpler rising fourth motion. In this case the rising fourth is composed out 

by means of upward stepwise motion from B to E, thus incorporating both of the divine motives. 

Figure 4, the motive representing light, appears first as Moses is speaking about God's creation  

Figure 4. Motive Representing Light. 
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of light. It also emphasizes the divine upward step motive. In each case, I have attempted to 

express a simple fundamental motion with a varied surface texture. 

Having established these basic motives in the first moments of the composition, I soon 

begin using them as signifiers of events in the narrative. In figure 5, God is descending to earth 

for the second scene, in which Adam and Eve are admonished to avoid the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil. The second line of the figure presents my analysis of its linear meaning. Notice 

that the fourths now descend, counterbalancing the rising fourths of the opening. The descending 
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motion signifies God's descent into the realm of creation, and the tritone Eb-A, a deviation from 

the pattern, foreshadows The Fall.
47

 Also notice how the figuration seems to emphasize lower  

Figure 5. The Descent of God to Earth for the Creation of Eden. 
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neighbor figures on the local level (F#-E-F#, C#-B-C#, and so on), while the line as a whole 

emphasizes the motion from A to B and back to A, an upper neighbor figure. Again, this 

dichotomy pictures the descent of God to his creation. 

Example 5 is the music for the Garden of Eden in its idyllic state, taken from the opening 

measures of scene two. The rising step motion from the opening measures of the piece is still 

present, but it has moved toward the background levels of the counterpoint. The fourth is still 

Example 5. The Garden of Eden. 
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47

 The use of Eb as a signifier of chaos throughout the piece is discussed in further detail below. 
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prominent (C#-F#), but the rising fourth C#-D-E-F# is now interrupted by a neighbor motion. 

These elements of "clouding" represent the introduction of the human element, and foreshadow 

upcoming motivic and dramatic developments. 

The serpent's theme (example 6) distorts and "corrupts" the perfection of the divine 

elements. First, the ascending fourths are replaced by a descending tritone. Then the theme turns 

Example 6. The Serpent. 

 = 148
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toward the set [015] (here F#-G-B), which adds a dissonant half step to the fourth. The [015] set 

serves an important function as a representation of corruption, and recurs prominently after the 

expulsion from Eden (example 7, F#-D-C# and G#-A-C#) and during the wanderings in the 

wilderness in Scene Three. 

Example 7. The Aftermath of the Expulsion from Eden. 

. = 64
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This is the judgment, that the light has
come into the world, and men loved the
darkness rather than the light, because
their deeds were evil.

With resignation
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 In fact, the pitch material that opens the third scene is based on a twenty-one-pitch row 

derived from the [015] set. Since the row incorporates repetitions of pitch classes, it is obviously 

not dodecaphonic. Instead, I derived the row by freely chaining together a series of trichords and     

Figure 6. Source Set for the Wandering in The Wilderness Music. 
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tetrachords. Figure 6 illustrates the derivation of the row. The first part of the row is based on 

overlapping [015] trichords: <C,G#,G>, <G,F#,D>, and so on. The second part of the row uses a 

symmetrical interval pattern (without consideration of inversion), and is based on overlapping 

tetrachords that incorporate the [015] trichord.  For instance, <B,Bb,A,F#> includes the [015] 

trichord <B,Bb,F#> as a subset. Chaining together trichords and tetrachords based on the [015] 

set portrays the drama of the wanderings in the wilderness by allowing the music to incorporate 

new pitch material while maintaining a motivic connection to sin and the serpent of Eden. 

Scene Four is John's vision of the New Jerusalem, the ultimate fulfillment of God's 

redemption of fallen humanity. Allusions to earlier dramatic themes appear, and the motivic 

fabric follows their lead. The theme of light returns, and the rising fourths and rising stepwise 

motion triumphantly reenter the texture. However, the second vision of heaven must be different 

from the first, because it represents an ultimate victory over sin, death, and the serpent of Eden. 

To represent this transfiguration, I chose to focus on an element not mentioned in the creation 

account: the River of the Water of Life. 
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John's River of Life flows "clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of 

the Lamb" and on "either side of the river" is the Tree of Life.
48

 Figure 7 is the opening of the 

River of Life theme. Like John's river, the music flows constantly, glistening with a stream of 

changing chromatic inflections. To symbolize the fact that the flow of John's river is maintained 

by the power of God, the rising fourth motive
49

 remains the backbone of the line. These rising 

fourth motions are labeled in figure 7. Each of the labeled pitches is emphasized by having its 

own neighbor tone. For instance, the figure F-Gb-F allows the pitch F to be repeated, and hence 

emphasized, without interrupting the flow of the line. To further preserve the fluidity of the line, 

the neighbor figures are displaced intentionally from the meter. 

Figure 7. The River of the Water of Life. 

 = 62 [F Bb- Eb]- [E A- D- G]- [Bb -

Eb- G#- C#- F#]- [etc...]

 

 

 At the end of the fourth scene, John pauses to consider the fate of those forbidden to enter 

the New Jerusalem. To portray the hopelessness of the damned, I chose a half step-whole step 

octatonic scale on C (figure 8). The octatonic scale provided a contrast to the primarily modal 

Figure 8. Octatonic Scale Source for the Lament for the Damned Music. 

 

                                                 
48

 Revelation 22:1-3, KJV. See appendix D for other translations. 
49

 This series of rising fourths sounds like a circle-of-fifths progression, but it is also meant to 

function as another step in the global progression of interval content. 
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pitch material of much of the rest of the piece.  In addition, its interval emphasis fits the idea of 

the "corruption" of the fourth that started with the Fall from Eden music. The interval vector of 

the major scale is [254361], while the vector for the octatonic scale is [448444].  Notice that the 

octatonic scale shifts emphasis away from the fourth and whole step and toward the minor third 

and tritone.  This allows the music of the lament to incorporate a number of sets that are similar 

to the [015] set but lack the perfect fourth.  The perfection of the fourth is now just a faint 

memory, and the corruption that began in the Garden of Eden has run its course. 

The music of Scene Five focuses on a single four-note motive (figure 9). Although the 

motive uses only the pitches of the [015] set, it is arranged in such a way that the dissonant    

Figure 9. Focal Sonority for Scene Five. 

 

 

half step now assumes a tonal function as leading tone to the tonic pitch G. Instead of disturbing 

the perfection of the fourth, the incorporation of the half step now highlights it. This subtle 

adjustment is intended to symbolize redemption: that which first appeared as a disturbing 

element has been incorporated into a more stable context.  

A sonority that emerges from the end of Scene Three (figure 10) adumbrates the focal 

sonority for Scene Five.  Scene Three closes with an orchestral interlude after God instructs 

Moses to "make a fiery serpent,
50

 and set it up as a sign: whoever looks at it will live."
51

 The 

emergence of the sonority in figure 10, particularly the rising fifth, portrays the divine mystery of 

the Israelites looking to Moses's sculpted serpent in the wilderness and surviving the plague of 

                                                 
50

 cf. Numbers 21:7-8 Webster 
51

 cf. Numbers 21:8 Douay Rheims 
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Figure 10. Focal Sonority at the End of Scene Three. 

 

 

serpents. Simultaneously, the music portrays Jesus assuming the curse of sin and subsequently 

rising from the dead, leading into John's vision of the New Jerusalem. Just as the Israelites look 

to the serpent in the wilderness, the believers of John's gospel look to Jesus for redemption. The 

dual meaning of the orchestral interlude unifies the two halves of the piece, and the conclusion of 

the first half foreshadows the conclusion of the second half. 

The Light depends on a motivic profile that moves from the initial purity of divinity, 

represented by ascending fourths and ascending stepwise motion, through the depravity of fallen 

humanity, represented by tritones and the [015] set, back to a transfigured vision of eternal 

redemption, represented by the return of fourths and stepwise motion, the incorporation of the 

dissonant half step as a leading tone in a stable tonal context, and the addition of the River of 

Life theme. These motivic manipulations hold a central position in the structure of The Light.  By 

shifting and changing in concert with the dramatic narrative, they augment its impact and remind 

the listener of the implications of the drama as it progresses. 

Structural Progression 

The interplay between perfect fourths and ascending stepwise motion on the one hand 

and tritones and the [015] set on the other plays a significant role in The Light. However, the 

motivic development is not limited to the surface. The primary motives, signifiers of divinity and 

depravity, saturate the deeper pitch structure as well. The surface details and various tonal 

centers depend on a traditional contrapuntal model for their fundamental structural support:  
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I-IV-V-I, with a descent from the fifth scale degree (5) in the upper voice.  At its most 

fundamental level, the piece is in G major. 

The background pitch structure integrates the primary motives (figure 11).  The upper 

line emphasizes the divine fourth motive by ascending from D to G. In addition, the upper line 

emphasizes the perfect fourth by delaying 4, which groups scale degrees four, three, two, and 

one together as a unit. The bass
52

 voice emphasizes the fourth by prolonging the subdominant.
53

 

In The Light, the simplicity of the background structure is a metaphor for divine perfection, the 

Figure 11. Background Pitch Structure for The Light. 

x
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tension between the fundamental structure and the local tonal centers is a metaphor for sin, and 

the ultimate triumph of G major is a metaphor for redemption. 

The ascent from D to G shown in the upper line of figure 11 is a significant motive 

(hereafter, motive x) at multiple levels of structure.
54

 As a stepwise pattern that traverses a 

perfect fourth, it is related to the perfect fourth motives associated with divine perfection. 

                                                 
52

 In this section, "bass" refers to the lowest structural voice, regardless of orchestration, whereas 

"double bass" refers to the instrument. 
53

 The definitive dominant arrival does not occur until measure 412, less than ten measures from 

the end of the piece. 
54

 Throughout the figures, the x motive and its variants are labeled with dashed brackets.  Other 

significant fourth progressions are labeled with solid brackets.  
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Simultaneously, it includes as a subset the [015] trichord in the same form that appears on the 

surface level of the music as a signifier of redemption (D-F#-G, cf. figure 9). Operating in 

parallel with the motivic progression on the surface level, the deeper tonal structure of the piece 

portrays the dramatic tension of the texts and the anticipation of redemption by frustrating and 

delaying the completion of this ascent to G. 

Figure 12 (page xxxiii) illustrates this structural metaphor at a deep middleground level. 

The first scene, describing the creation of light, opens with a series of D-E motions, an incipient 

form of the x motive I have labeled x'. The music only arrives at the structural tonic sonority at 

the words "Let there be light" (m. 54).  As Moses begins to describe The Fall in Scene Two, the 

bass moves to C# (m. 81), appropriately a tritone above the G in measure 54. Meanwhile, the 

upper line prolongs F#, which moves down to E at the start of the fourth scene. This strong 

arrival on E is part of another statement of the incipient form of x, x' (D-E…). 

In Scene Four, the upper line moves up from E through F# to G#, a deformation of 

motive x labeled as x'' in figure 12. At measure 271, John speaks the words "Tree of Life," and 5 

appears triumphantly on top of the texture. This D initiates the first complete statement of motive 

x in the middleground structure. In the fifth scene, the bass moves to the subdominant C natural 

(m. 357), "correcting" the G-C# tritone of the second scene. The background D in the upper 

voice becomes dissonant and moves down to the fourth scale degree (m. 390, 411). After 

measure 411, God prevails, the surface texture moves explicitly toward G major, and the x 

motive becomes prominent in the structure of the upper voice. 

A more detailed middleground analysis (figure 13, page xxxiv) yields further insights 

into the relationship between motive and structure in the composition. As the piece opens, D is 

prominently featured in the upper line, but its bass support is unstable. The bass begins a 
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Figure 12. Deep Middleground Analysis of The Light.
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Figure 13. Middleground Analysis of The Light.
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stepwise fourth descent to A at measure 20. Meanwhile, the music establishes an important 

tension between E as an upper neighbor tone to the principal pitch D (motive x') and E as a 

passing tone up to G (motive x). The gravitational pull back to D in the opening measures (e.g. in 

the violins) seems to be overcome when the upper line moves to E as the narrators enter in 

measures 22-30. 

In measure 40, the bass line descends from A to Eb in preparation for Moses's discussion 

of the primeval chaos. This descent is significant for three reasons. First, the tritone A-Eb 

adumbrates the disorder that follows The Fall. Second, the pitch class Eb/D# is wedded to the 

idea of chaos. Third, the prominence of Eb in the bass line leaves the ascent to G accomplished 

in the woodwinds in measure 43 unsupported and therefore ephemeral.  

At measure 54, God speaks light into being. At the words "Let there be light," D 

dramatically reappears in its obligatory register, this time supported by a strong G in the bass. In 

Scene Two, the bass moves up a fourth from the G of measure 54, through an extended A pedal 

point in measures 67-78, to the C# in measure 81. As mentioned previously, this ascending 

fourth motive leads to C# rather than the expected C natural.  Furthermore, the low winds and 

strings state the C# emphatically immediately after God's warning to Adam of the consequences 

of disobedience.  During the extended section that follows, ostinati and pedal points accompany 

the temptation and Fall from Eden.  As God expels Adam and Eve from Eden, the trombone 

takes the upper line down to C#.  The descending fourth representing the forbidden Eden (F#-E-

D-C#, starting in measure 81) replaces the ascending fourths of the idyllic Eden (mm. 67, 76). 

The wilderness of Scene Three witnesses another disobedience, that of Israel. The pitch 

class D#, already connected metaphorically with chaos in Scene One, occurs prominently in the 

upper line after the Israelites speak against God (violins, m. 175), moves into the bass via an 
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extended voice exchange, and finally leads the line back to C#, the "corrupted" subdominant 

pitch. In a sense, the middleground structure of Scene Three is an altered restatement of the first 

scene's structure.  In the first scene, the bass line descends a fourth to an extended prolongation 

of A before finally moving to G when God creates light.  In contrast, the bass line of the third 

scene descends a fourth to an extended prolongation of D# before moving to C# at the beginning 

of the fourth scene. The descending fourth pattern occurs prominently in the bass on several 

levels of structure, again marked in the figure with brackets. 

 Although the upper line also descends a fourth by the start of Scene Four (A-G#-F#-E), 

Scene Three contains nascent indications of the redemption in Scene Five. The upper line of 

Scene Three includes two ascending fourth motions.  The second of these, E-F#-G#-A (oboe, 

mm. 190-195) occurs as Moses is describing God's provision for salvation from the plague of 

serpents. In addition, a surface-level ascending fourth occurs in the bass line of measures 208-

212, and the fact that E is stated in a higher register than F# in measures 216-17 tempers the 

descending fourth in the upper line (mm. 212-221). The fourth and fifth scenes bring these hints 

of redemption to their full fruition. 

 Measure 221 marks the opening of Scene Four and the second half of the piece.  The 

middleground bass line moves from C# (m. 221) through B (m. 268) and F# (m. 294) to G at the 

beginning of the Scene Five. Meanwhile, as John begins to describe his vision of the New 

Jerusalem, the upper line moves from E (221) through F# (m. 234) to G# (m. 253).
55

 This 

motion, already discussed as motive x'', also occurs closer to the surface of the music in 

measures 221-230.  A dramatic gesture brings the upper line back up to E in measure 262.   

                                                 
55

 Notice again the association of D# with chaos and suffering in mm. 241-248, where a 

prolongation of D# accompanies the words "There will be no more sorrow there, nor any more 

pain." 
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As John's text moves toward the focal point of the scene, his vision of the Tree of Life, 

D# appears once again. This time, as John speaks the words "In the midst of its street, and of the 

river, on this side and on that side, stood the Tree of Life," the music flows upward two octaves 

to D natural in measure 271. The reappearance of D natural recalls the creation of light in Scene 

One,
56

 and finally subsumes the pitch D# by relegating its function to passing tone between E 

and D. After the triumphant vision of the Tree of Life, the upper line finally ascends from D (m. 

271) through E (m. 281) and F# (m. 297) to G (m. 328), stating the x motive in its entirety for the 

first time. 

Immediately preceding Scene Five is a lament for the damned. The linear structure of the 

lament section is parenthetical to the global structure of the piece, much as John's prose 

description of their fate is an aside to his central vision of the path of the redeemed. The structure 

of the lament (figure 14) metaphorically represents the hopelessness of the condemned by 

Figure 14. Middleground Analysis of the Lament in Scene Four. 
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subjecting the divine fourth motive to a number of transformations. Often a tritone substitutes for 

the perfect fourth (e.g. mm. 299-302, upper line). The x motive is completely absent from the 

structure, and the "corrected" subdominant C natural is achieved only in the upper line, 

supported by a tritone.  

                                                 
56

 The allusion is motivic on a surface level as well: cf. m. 271, violin and m. 55, piano. 
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The bass line of the first section of Scene Five (figure 13, page xxxiv) recomposes 

materials from Scenes One and Three, descending a fifth from G (m. 328) through Gb/F# (m. 

341), E (m. 354), and D (m. 356) to C (m. 357), the long-awaited correction to the C# introduced 

in Scene Two.
57

 The upper line incorporates several ascending fourth motions before moving to 

E in measure 357. In measures 398-399, the trumpet completes another statement of the x 

motive, recalling the ascending trumpet line in the pre-Fall Eden (mm. 67 ff.). After this, the D in 

the background upper voice becomes a dissonance over the subdominant in the bass, finally 

resolving downward by step in measure 411. Placing the second scale degree in the bass in 

measure 415 allows the F# in the upper voice to allude once more to the triumph of motive x, 

which the upper line has reiterated several times (mm. 397-414, marked with dashed brackets). 

As always in the piece, the structural exploration of motive parallels the dramatic presentation of 

the narrators and the motivic progression of the surface texture. In this case, the completed 

structural statements of the x motive, long denied, portray the triumphant return of Jesus. 

Conclusion 

In composing The Light, my goal has been to explore possibilities for interaction among 

orchestration, drama, motive, and structure. At many important points the four progress in 

parallel.  The words "let there be light" in the first scene are accompanied by a dramatic change 

in orchestration and motive, as well as the first supported statement of the primary structural 

pitch.  The second scene's emphasis on the [015] set, bare orchestration, and prolongation of C# 

portray the process of temptation and The Fall.  The third scene's portrayal of the wilderness uses 

a cello solo and a series derived from the [015] set, and adumbrates the structural resolution in 

Scene Five.  The fourth scene unites the parameters for the presentation of the River of Life and 
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 Compare measures 1-20, 177-221, and 328-357 in figure 13. 
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Tree of Life, and the cello solo at the beginning of Scene Five hearkens back to the loneliness of 

Scene Three, now victoriously overcome. 

As I composed The Light, I had in mind the dramatic profile, the general motivic 

progression and the fundamental structural progression. However, most of the intricate 

interrelationships among orchestration, drama, motive, and structure were the result of informed 

intuition. The four elements exert their influence continuously throughout the piece. 

Simultaneously, each interacts with the others, sometimes influencing and sometimes responding 

to them. My hope is that these subtle tensions propel the composition forward toward its ultimate 

resolution.   


