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Music for Large Contemporary Jazz Ensemble: An analytical study and emphasis on time and 

formal structure in “Gentle Piece” composed by Kenny Wheeler 

  The album “Music for Large and Small Ensemble” led by jazz flügelhorn and composer Kenny 

Wheeler was released in 1990 with some of the best improvising jazz musicians from both 

Europe and the United States. This music was very different in the perspective of big band 

especially for the time period. There have been great archetypes and foundations laid by Duke 

Ellington, Charles Mingus, and Count Basie, but Wheeler set to compose, arrange, and use the 

big band in many different musical ways that will be explored below. Specifically, this analysis 

will be covering the fine details and find print in “Gentle Piece” for large big band jazz 

ensemble, featuring Wheeler as both composer and flügelhorn soloist as well many other fine 

musicians. This analysis also features excerpts of an interview with vocalist Norma Winstone, 

who worked closely with Kenny Wheeler. These excerpts demonstrate and support the musical 

analysis below.  
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 The analysis will cover the full range of formative and contextual elements, with varying 

importance regarding each part of the analysis parameters. The “glue” as our seminar class likes 

to use referring to the most important aspects of a piece is important to note as the analysis 

begins. The “glue” in this work will be discussed below and includes the importance of time as 

the most important formative parameter. The use of ostinato based compositional ideas, time, 

rhythm, meter, phrase lengths all hold the piece together from section to section. As well, it is 

important to note that “Gentle Piece” by Kenny Wheeler is a unique modal jazz piece, which will 

be defined in the explanation of analytical methods section. By establishing the tenants of model 

jazz, and further research, the reader will better understand how this piece fits into other modal 

jazz musical categories, and also stands on its own as a unique and modern jazz composition.  

  Composer and jazz musician Kenny Wheeler was born January 14th, 1930 in Toronto, Canada. 

According to jazz critic John Fordham of The Guardian, in Wheeler’s obituary he mentions  
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[the] “family moved around Ontario in the 1930s, and his semi-professional trombonist father 

played regularly in local bands in the city of St Catharines, where they settled in 1945. One 

day, he brought a cornet home for his son to try, and that set the boy on his life path. Kenny 

studied harmony and trumpet at the Royal Conservatory in Toronto (1950-51), then went to 

London (rather than the US, where the Korean war draft was under way) to pursue his 

developing obsession with jazz.”1 Gordham later states that Wheeler “studied harmony in 

London with Richard Rodney Bennett and the highly original former Stan Kenton arranger Bill 

Russo, who was working for the BBC in London in the early 1960s. Although he loved Duke 

Ellington,… Wheeler believed that his biggest influence as a composer was Hindemith, whose 

harmonies sounded jazzy to him.”2 This obviously had an impact on Wheeler, and his approach 

to composing. In the 1970’s, Wheeler began working with both jazz vocalist Norma Winstone 

and jazz saxophonist Ray Warleigh whose collaborations would continue plus many other great 

azz musicians from both Europe and the U.S. in the making of “Music for Large and Small 

Ensemble”. Their work in Wheeler’s composition “Gentle Piece” which will begin to be 

discussed with first the explanation of analytical methods below.  

Definitions & explanation of analytical methods  

The analysis used in this paper covers both formative and contextual analysis parameters. This 

analysis will also define the groups and subgroups of modal jazz consistent in “Gentle Piece” 

and use jazz analytical techniques outlined in Ron Miller’s Modal Jazz Composition and 

Harmony (Miller, 1996). “Gentle Piece” is considered a modal jazz work, as well as what many 

 
1 Fordham, John. “Kenny Wheeler Obituary.” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, 

September 19, 2014. https://www.theguardian.com/music/2014/sep/19/kenny-wheeler. 
2 Fordham, John. “Kenny Wheeler Obituary.” The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2012/dec/26/sir-richard-rodney-bennett
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2003/mar/13/guardianobituaries.jazz
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2003/mar/13/guardianobituaries.jazz
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would refer in a jazz context as apart of the “ECM” style. Authors Lewis Porter, Michael 

Ullman, and Edward Hazell in “Jazz : From Its Origins to the Present” define modal jazz as 

“Pieces [that] stay on each mode (and thus each scale and chord as well) for a long time, usually 

at least four bars per mode, in contrast with standard repertory which changes chords at least 

once per measure.’3 In Volume 1 of Modal Jazz Composition and Harmony author Ron Miller 

defines multiple types of modal jazz groups/sub groups which pertain to understanding how 

“Gentle Piece” was composed and arranged. It is important to note that Miller states “the 

harmonic content of a composition can be in one group or combinations of the [modal] groups.”4 

“Gentle Piece” falls under specific categories as defined by Miller. Firstly, the work is consistent 

with being a modal complex piece with free form which is defined as “Having fast asymmetric 

harmonic rhythm and free-form, this is the most complex and comprehensive harmonic category. 

This kind of harmony offers the easiest means for creative expression but requires the most 

creative "effort” of the composer.”5 Miller further states the importance of four modal harmonic 

groups. This work can be grouped into the what is defined as “modal (modal arbitrary, free-

form). There are no preset means of organization: (a) root movement, harmonic rhythm, and 

modal contour determined by the whim of the composer b) chromatic root relationships (c) 

usually there is no clear home key.”6 There are three sub groups of modal harmony defined by 

Miller as vertical modal, plateau modal, and linear modal. “The groups are defined by: a) 

harmonic rhythm- chord duration, dependent on tempo, b) melodic quality of the bass line, c) 

 
3 Lewis, Porter and Michael Ullman with Ed Hazall, Jazz: its origins to the present (New Jersey: 

Prentice-Hall, 1993), 463. 
4 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition and Harmony Vol. 1 (Rottenburg N, Germany: Advance 

Music, 1996), 12. 

5 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition and Harmony Vol. 1, 9. 
6 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition and Harmony Vol. 1, 12. 
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definition of a home key.”7 Out of the categories present, “Gentle Piece” falls into the plateau 

modal category, which is defined as “a) harmonic rhythm slow enough to establish modality per 

chord, b) bass part less active, less melodic, c) mostly non-diatonic root relationships, d) no 

clearly defined home key, e) harmonic rhythm tends to be symmetric, two to four bars per 

chord.”8 

The analytical techniques used in the paper will break down in more detail the formative aspects 

of the piece which begin most importantly with the aspects of time. The glue that holds this piece 

together for its entirety as mentioned above is time, rhythm, rhythmic consistency, the use of 

ostinato based ideas, and the formal structure. Authors Ralph Turek and Daniel McCarthy in 

“Theory for today’s Musician” define the ostinato as “a repeating melodic/rhythmic pattern 

(from the same root word as “obstinate”).”9 Time will be analyzed through in score excerpts 

notated in finale notation, as well as tables, and diagrams to better visualize and see the large 

formal structure of the piece. This includes phrase lengths, tempo, succession of chord changes 

rather than regular progressions, as well as interludes, ornamentation and rhythmic displacement 

of the ostinato and rhythmic cadences that lead from section to section. The interview featuring 

Wheeler colleague Norma Winstone aims to provide a strong foundation and background to the 

analysis below. The points that will be discussed include Winstone’s opinion on two melodic 

motifs present in the piece as well as how there is a consistent change in harmonic movement 

throughout. This makes the formal structure at first glance harder to figure out, but through other 

notated musical excerpts as well as diagrams, the formal structure can be formally understood 

 
7 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition and Harmony Vol. 1, 13. 

8 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition and Harmony Vol. 1, 13. 
9 Ralph Turek and Daniel McCarthy, Theory for Today’s Musician (New York: Routledge, 

2014), 518. 
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despite this unique modal jazz chordal movement. The melodic and harmonic analysis will 

consist of both excerpts from finale where the music is deconstructed based on what scale it is 

derived from, as well as the motion of chordal movement from each section. Thus, melody, 

harmony, and scales will be considered but the chordal movement will not be analyzed as a 

functional jazz piece, because as defined by Miller and discussed this piece falls under the 

plateau modal category, with a more fluid succession of chords. These musical excerpts will 

range from notated rhythmic ideas that lend insight into the “glue” of the piece, as well as 

specific horn/rhythm section parts that will be broken down in the essay following each excerpt. 

The formal structure analysis is notated in both finale to show the succession of chord changes 

between each section. Tables and other images will be presented to give the reader a more 

thorough glimpse into the overall formal structure of the piece as well as the density and overall 

thickness of sound in the ensemble over the entirety of the piece. 

   It is important to note improvisation is a part of this piece as it is still jazz idiom based but 

unlike other jazz works, it is not the sole foundation of the piece. The improvisation throughout 

the piece will be studied in excerpts and analyzed in specificity but will not be analyzed in their 

entirety due to the other analysis parameters that are of more importance mentioned above. The 

analytical methods used in analyzing the improvised parts include chord scale theory meaning 

that the chords are being looked at under a microscope as well as the improvisers musical ideas 

and how they may or may not relate to the chord being played in each excerpt. When analyzing 

improvisation, it is important to discuss which scales are being used by the improviser, and why 

those may or may not be use. Predictability compared to surprise will be important to mention, 

perhaps not as a formative parameter as it is more contextual. The use of interludes and 

ornamentation within the sense of time is important to analyze as it makes sense of the overall 
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large formal structure of the piece and lends an insight into how this work for large jazz big band 

stands on its own in both jazz/classical idiom musical contexts within one piece.  

This piece also has unique instrumentation in that this is a work composed for big band, 

flügelhorn soloist and vocalise. In the interview Norma Winstone states when first working with 

Wheeler, “He had a broadcast and [asked] would I like to sing... and he would arrange a tune for 

me. He did, he arranged “I’ll Never Be the Same”-- I think it was-- and after that he started to 

write me in as an intrument.”10 The vocalise melody as Norma states is used as its own 

instrument and blends within the saxophone/trumpet section. This will be considered as a 

formative parameter, within the analysis of the beginning melody. Overall, multiple areas of both 

formative and contextual analysis will be covered in the figures below listed from Figure 1-16 in 

the following below. As mentioned, the most important aspects of the analysis include time & 

space of the piece which is broken down into the large formal structure, ostinato, timbre, texture, 

as well as the excerpts of improvised parts.  

The use of the ostinato 

The use of an ostinato can connect multiple areas and musical phrases in a piece. This is 

apparently clear in the beginning of “Gentle Piece” after the rubato improvised intro. The 

ostinato first appears before section A of the piece, and plays this rhythmic gesture that finally 

starts the rest of the piece as seen below in Figure 1. The QR QRUhgesture is heard consistently 

throughout the piano part in the entirety of the piece and is also ornamented in particular sections 

which will be discussed in more detail below. 

Figure 1 

 
10 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
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It is first introduced to the listener though with piano solo and then the bassist responds to this 

ostinato as seen and heard in this rhythmic ostinato of Figure 2 below. The eighth note “call” 

grouping B-F#-C#-D in the left hand of the piano and the contrapuntal “response” of the B-F# on 

beats 4 + is largely setting the rest of the piece in its structure and time, regardless of the key 

changes that are later heard in the form. The importance of this ostinato in m.1 after the 

improvised bass solo is not to be dismissed as it largely gives the band as a whole the foundation 

needed to continue playing within the piece. This ostinato motif sets the stage for the rhythmic 

variations used in the rest of the piece, and also establishes the importance of the 2/4/8 bar phrase 

lengths. 

 

Figure 2 
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As the piece continues the beginning ostinato the density within the rhythm section is slowly 

starting to increase, with guitar added in m.3 and lead trombone also given the last eighth note 

grouping of the left hand piano phrase as seen in Figure 3. A quick glance in this excerpt shows 

that the trombone 2 lead melody is given the last half of the left hand ostinato beginning on beat 

2 C#-D, further establishing the strong foundation that this rhythmic ostinato provides with a 

beginning harmony of a B- tonality to begin in score and formal structure section 🄰 of “Gentle 

Piece”. It is crucial to note that as the piece continues into the first formal section, the density is 

increasing and the ostinato is staying rhythmically while moving every 2 bars.  

 

Figure 3 
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Melodic, Harmonic, textural, timbral formative analysis in Section A of “Gentle Piece” 

Vocalist Norma Winstone notes in the interview regarding singing the pieces with Kenny 

Wheeler “I never found it difficult to sing with Kenny at all. He didn’t tell anyone what he 

wanted.. You were there because he obviously liked what you did.”11 Winstone later states 

regarding the piece in specific ”Kenny never wrote in keys—it was open key, so you really—if 

you didn’t know what the chords were in a particular section, you know—you'd be at a loss, 

wondering what key are we in.”12 She then goes into more depth to discuss performance practice 

techniques she used in order to execute the melodies written in her part, in any given piece. The 

beginning of in score section 🄰 of the piece is below in Figure 5. The melody between the 

flügelhorn and vocal parts are in unison in a lower octave, and is not rhythmically active 

 
11 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
12 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
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compared to the ostinato underneath. The melody makes use of two specific modes used quite a 

lot in jazz, the dorian and lydian scales that the melody alludes to as well as the underlying 

dorian sound from the extended minor 13 chords. The scales Dorian can be heard on the G# in 

bar 2 which is the major 6th Dorian sound used in the piece. There is more of this motion in the 

next succession of chords, and then Wheeler brings in the lydian #4 more commonly read as #11 

sound in m.6 in the eighth note line D-A-G-F in which the A natural is the #11. It is important in 

this melodic excerpt to also point out the timbre & importance in the use of flügerlhorn and 

vocalise in unison on the melody. This creates another level of unique timbre and tone in the 

piece and makes it quite unique. The use of a vocalist in big band recordings such as Frank 

Sinatra and Count Basie is classic for the singer to sing the lyrics and melody of a given piece. 

This was one of the first uses of “wordless singing” as Norma Winstone calls it, in a modern jazz 

big band. The dynamics as written in the above excerpt stay at a mf for both musicians playing 

the melody while the rhythm section stays at a mp and p dynamic throughout the beginning 

section. The articulation and texture in Figure 4 is legato and smooth. This texture and 

articulation stays consistent in the piece through each section. 

Figure 4 



  12 of 34 
 

   
 

 

Time: 

The analysis below will be covering time as one of the most important and formative parameters. 

This is to establish the formal structure, phrase lengths/cadences, rhythm, tempo, and meter. The 

figures below include score excerpts, tables, and outlines to give the reader a better idea on the 

structure that can be found and used to understand “Gentle Piece”. The first of these figures is 

Figure 5. The meter is $ while the tempo is q= 78 bpm, and the meter is maintained while the 

tempo does shift through specific sections that are discussed below.  
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In the below image, the piece is broken down with in score sections, as well as the sections of 

analysis labeled both A & B. Each A section of the piece which is seen by in score sections 🄰 🄲 

🄴 🄶 🄸. These sections are 8 measure phrase lengths. Each B section analyzed in the piece is seen 

by in score sections 🄱🄳🄵🄷🄹. These sections are 12 measures phrase lengths. The piece and 

formal structure can be boiled down to an A and B section which is repeated throughout the 

piece with 8 and 12 measure phrase lengths. This breakdown of in score and analyzed sections 

gives the reader and listener a better understanding of the overall structure of the piece. By 

seeing the set of 8 and 12 bar phrases and sections, the importance of the large scale formal 

structure as a formative parameter can be argued in this analysis.  

Figure 5 
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Figure 6 below is the next analysis in table format laying out the formal structure of the piece as 

well as the importance of bass root movement analysis. Figure 7 gives the reader a full visual on 

the chords moving in succession, with an in depth look into the tonalities and phrase lengths 
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throughout the cycle of the piece. Figure 6 is another look at a similar idea, but through a visual 

difference how the harmony, and formal structure can be understood. As described in figure 6, 

the phrase lengths are between 8, 12 on a larger scale while chordal movement is seen and heard 

every 2 measures, thus making it a 2 bar phrase on a more detailed level. Figure 6 also shows in 

blue how the 3 root chords in each section of the piece outline from the beginning harmony in 

both A & B section, an augmented triad. Although in the context of the piece the augmented 

sound is not internalized, this table analysis details how an argument can be made to see and 

interpret the use of augmented triads being used to change the formal structure, harmony, and 

melody that’s established in the piece. 

 

Figure 6 
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The analysis in Figure 7 includes both another look at the formal structure in which the 

chords/harmony have been notated when each chord change is as well as the change in tonality 

between phrases. Due to the fact that this piece was not composed as a functional jazz piece with 

standard harmonic progressions such as the use of the ii-7-V7-I chordal movement common to 

the jazz idiom, the piece will be discussed in this section as well as the analysis in a modal jazz 

and modern music approach. The piece is in the modal jazz category, as defined specifically 
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there is a definite use of the term plateau modal category. Remember this is defined as having no 

clear home key, with 2-4 bar phrase lengths with a change in harmony as well less active bass 

melody, and mostly non-diatonic root relationships. Modes in the piece are centered around 

dorian due to the chordal minor 13 extension common throughout, as well as the lydian modes in 

2 defined areas as seen in Figure 7. In the interview held with vocalist Norma Winstone, she 

backs up this analysis through her statement “Kenny never wrote in keys— so if you didn’t know 

what the chords were in a given section, you’d be lost.. [there no key], because its changing all 

the way through...” She further goes into discussion about his writing in “Gentle Piece”, “The 

two halves are in different keys, and you don’t know how it happened…well you would if you 

studied it, you just get into it, and suddenly you’re in a different key—laughs.”13 

Figure 7 

 
13 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
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Melodic Ornamentation & Counterpoint in the A section 8 bar phrase formal structure 

As a formative parameter ornamentation, timbre, dynamics, time, density, and surprise are all 

important and crucial to acknowledge and discuss. Melodic ornamentation is important to 

mention first as the main melody is given to the alto saxophones in the in score section C, 

analyzed as section A of an 8 bar phrase from the above formal structure.  
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Norma Winstone states about the melody and further ornamentation that “It’s a wonderful 

melody”... it’s interesting that it has—, it has two melodies. It has a melody and a 

countermelody, which can be played together, which is lovely, actually. It has one or tricky 

things that you have to get right on the countermelody.”14 The countermelody can be seen below 

in the flügelhorn and vocalise part which has been condensed to one line in the concert key for 

ease of transposition. The counterpoint is important to notate and mention as the excerpt below 

contains most species of counterpoint, which can be considered free form counterpoint. By m.7 

the ornamentation is highly crucial to look at between where both alto saxes and flü/vocals. 

Wheeler harmonizes the melody in 5ths between each part, and the polyphony is masterful and a 

signature of Wheeler’s unique compositional approach.  

  Considering the other formative parameters the figure below shows where phrases and notes are 

held in the half note across the bar line in the main melody, Wheeler makes use of the 

countermelody to bring in new melodic ideas between the space of the held notes. Phrasing, 

timbre, articulation, and dynamics between the two sections are close to the same. The use of the 

same dynamic is interesting to note, as perhaps the main melody would be at a louder dynamic 

than the countermelody. This is still contextual at best, as dynamics are not the “glue” used in the 

piece. 

  Both melodic excerpts seen below make use of a smooth legato and approach to the melodic 

lines which are an important formative parameter. Wheeler makes use of slurs to embellish and 

bring out that legato quality in both melodic lines. Time is an important formative parameter in 

terms of the rhythmic variation and ornamentation between both parts in the rhythmically. 

 
14 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
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Phrases also feel 2 bars long through each measure of the excerpt below. In score section 🄲 has 

one of the greatest overall densities of the piece, at a level 5 where all parts and musicians are 

playing. The aspect of predictability versus surprise is important to mention and can be seen 

below. To the average listener, hearing a countermelody with counterpoint and polyphony would 

not be expected. As discussed in class, this excerpt and piece continues to show that it requires 

multiple listens, and can still provide the listener with new information to gather and bring to 

bear in an analysis. 

 

Figure 8 
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Improvisation 

This section of figures ranging from 9-12 will cover brief transcriptions by bassist Dave Holland, 

alto saxophonist Ray Warleigh, band leader Kenny Wheeler, and guitarist John Abercombie. 

Although jazz music in a general sense is heavily if not, mostly improvisatory based this piece 

exceeds those expectations and more as improvisation only plays a small role to the rest of the 

“glue” that holds this piece together. Figures will be discussed from beginning of the piece to the 
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end, which coincide with in score and analyzed score sections of the piece to provide the reader 

an understanding how the formal structure continues to play a role in the piece and thus 

understanding how the formal structure continues to play a crucial role in the piece.  

  Improvisation is the first thing heard in the beginning, thus making it an important arguable 

analysis parameter, but due to the immense other parts of the piece holding it together the 

argument can thus be made that improvisation is perhaps more contextual. Figure 9 is a phrase 

and ostinato based idea that Dave Holland delivers in the introduction at the time stamp as listed 

below 0:17 seconds of the piece. The use of the bass solo introduction keeps the listener and 

audience on their toes, engaged, and unsure of what is next. Holland provides a strong 

foundation in this excerpt of a B minor tonality and relationship between the root B and a P5 

away, giving the listener a sense that may be the tonality beginning the piece. It is crucial to note 

how important the use of the ostinato is in this passage, and by Holland using it, the listener 

already begins to settle into the rhythmic similarity that ensues when the piano ostinato comes in. 

Figure 9 
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Figure 10 is the next improvised area of analysis, from in score section 🄴🄵, the A 8 bar and B 12 

bar phrases analyzed in the formative time section of the analysis. The four bar phrase seen 

below in Figure 10 excerpt provide the reader with a window into the improvisers methods to use 

scales to spontaneously compose through the harmony. Ray Warleigh is the alto saxophonist in 

this excerpt who Norma states after hearing and working with him “Is wonderful playing over 

changes.”15 As notated below in the improvised excerpt Warleigh makes use of the Dorian mode 

playing especially off the major 6th G# over the B-13 tonality. Remember the Dorian mode is 

natural minor with a major 6th. His use of the P5/P4 intervals are important to note as they are 

very commonly used when improvising passages over modal jazz pieces. This excerpt provides 

the reader with a beginning to how melodic Warleigh is over these complex sounding tonalities 

as notated in Figure 10. It is important to note from the large scale formal structure, alto 

saxophone soloist improvises over both 🄴🄵 in score sections, with horns coming into the texture 

at a thicker density for the repeat.  

Figure 10 

 
15 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
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Figure 11 is an improvisatory interlude, commonly heard in Wheeler’s writing to the coda of the 

piece. It is the beginning of the end where improvisation does make a connecting point from in 

score section 🄶🄷 which can be fully realized as mentioned earlier the A, 8 bar and B, 12 bar 

phrases. It is crucial to note the seize of all other instruments except flügelhorn and piano in the 

piece at this section. Thus, time and understanding the formal structure are important parameters 

as the analysis continues. Density is important to note here as it drops from close to a 4 or 5 in 

thickness to around a density of 2 with only two musicians present in the texture. In this short 

excerpt, This beginning improvisation seen in in score section G shows Wheeler playing with a 

simple diatonic melody in B minor, starting on the minor 3rd D, down to the second scale degree 

of C# resolving to B. The lyrical motif is repeated as the phrase continues, where the only notes 

Wheeler uses to improvise over the B-13 chord is the root, minor 2nd/3rd, P5, and b7. Wheeler 

seems to be making less use of he B Dorian sound implied by the chordal quality, and a more 

minor pentatonic sound in B minor, with holding the use of the "blues" F natural note we hear in 

other jazz idioms especially swing big band music. 
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Figure 11 

 

Figure 12 is the last section of improvised music that will be analyzed and it is at the end of the 

coda in the piece. In this section the band holds a Z while Abercombie adds a beautiful 

improvised cadenza soaked in reverb. Although there are quite a few improvised ideas being 

played in fine section of the piece, the motif that remains is a 3 note melody that consists of a B-

C#-D# idea. The beginning n rhythm from D#-F natural to F# is also important to point out as a 

improvised lydian idea with the F natural being the #11 in B major. The same ostinato concept 

can be applied to this improvised excerpt as Abercombie starts and ends his phrase with the same 

motion and almost exact same note choices and rhythm.  

Figure 12 
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The importance of the reintroduction of the ostinato, formal structure & orchestration of the 

melody in the Coda 

  As seen in figure 2 of the analysis, the importance of the rhythmic ostinato QR QRUh was noted 

as one of the bases to the formal structure and overall piece. The return of the ostinato in the 

intro 4 bar phrase before in score section 🄸 sets the piece of for the coda and final ending. It 

allows the listener to be brought back to the intro of the piece where the piano is playing solo, 

and outlining the B minor tonality through the ostinato. The figure is the same as in figure 3 

between the piano and bass for 4 bars, and will not be included below, see above figure 3 for 

ostinato gesture. The figures that will be included in the last part of the formal analysis include 

the orchestration and ornamentation of the main melody given to specific sections, as well as 

how this follows the formal structure as the coda and piece concludes.  

Figure 13 provides the reader with an idea on how Kenny Wheeler decides who to give the 

melody to, in this case trombone 1 as a lead at the beginning of the coda in score section 🄸, A 
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section analysis 8 bar phrase in the piece. Ornamentation can be seen here as well, the melody is 

being orchestrated and thus given to different sections, at different times in the piece. 

Articulation and phrasing is maintained with legato as heard in the other sections of the piece. 

Dynamics stay consistent as well at a F , while the drummer plays at a P  to give room for the 

section of horns to be heard at the beginning of the coda. This dynamic change is highly 

important to note. The use of these dynamics gives the listener a chance to hear both the main 

melody/countermelody and ostinato through the coda while drummer maintains time and feel 

underneath while staying out of the others sections way. It is interesting and keeps the listener on 

their toes by having different sections take the melody, thus relaying back to the surprise element 

of the music. The listener is constantly curious as to what may happen next, and the piece stays 

fresh through each section.  

 

Figure 13 
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As the piece moves through the coda into in score section 🄹 which follows similarly to the B 

analysis formal structure of the piece, but has an elongated extra 11 bar vamp after the 

conclusion of the 12th bar formal structure of the piece. At the beginning of section 🄹, the main 

melodic content is then passed from trombone 1 to lead trumpets 1 and 2 as seen below in Figure 

14. It is important to note that as the piece becomes more intense in the coda, the dynamic is 

increased in section 🄹 of the piece at a f dynamic marking for all sections. Trumpets 1 and 2 take 

what would have been the main melody for the B section 12 bar phrase as seen below, which is 

continued to play at a legato articulation and phrasing. As the 12th bar concludes, Wheeler makes 

use of an 11 bar vamp between Bmaj.9 and Eb-13. The vamp gives each section a chance to 

blend and paint pictures with beautiful tones before the final guitar cadenza described in figure 

12 above.  

Figure 14  
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Density Graphic and explanation  

The formal structure, and rhythmic ostinato of the analyzed A and B section as seen in the in 

score section 🄸🄹 and above in Figure 5 in the linear formal structure diagram is the glue that 

holds the whole band, and music together as the piece reaches the coda and fine.  Below the last 

figure that will be discussed is a density graph as well as explanation of density throughout the 

piece. In Figure 15, the density graph is measured between 1-5 levels, from 1 having 1-2 

musicians playing to a density of 5 in which the full band is playing. It is important to note as 

described in the figure below that the density does follow the formal structure of the piece 

especially in regards to how many musicians are playing in a given section. In the beginning 

where there is a density of 1-2, it is the beginning of the piece where first bass begins an ostinato 

improvisation, and then piano takes the first rhythmic ostinato to introduce the beginning tonality 

of the piece.  

As the piece moves along, the density increases, and as the density decreases, thus the amount of 

musicians decrease as well. The density seen in Figure 16 specifically in the in score section 🄴🄵 
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areas of the piece are important to note out of all density analyses. The absence of time, and rest 

of the band while just Kenny Wheeler and the pianist improvise in conversation is highly unique 

and keeps the listener guessing as far as density and formal structure is concerned. Although the 

formal structure of the previous density is diminished, the two musicians still follow the cycle of 

chord changes from previous analyzed A and B sections of the piece. The absence of time gives 

the listener another look into the formal structure without a consistent tempo or familiar density 

level.  
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See below for Figure 16 density graph and analysis into the formal structure.  

 

Figure 15 
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Conclusion 

The term “modal jazz” is perhaps vague at best. Does one first come to think of Miles Davis and 

the “Kind of Blue” sessions as a model, or John Coltrane’s existential recording of “A Love 

Supreme”? The archetype term is open to interpretation on what is musically considered modal 

jazz. Ron Miller does a superb job of describing the different categories and niche/sub-niches of 

what can be considered modal jazz. “Gentle Piece” by Kenny Wheeler is it’s own unique modal 

jazz, combining elements of classical interludes, non-conventional chord changes, orchestration 

and instrumentation that lends to different timbres and textures. Time as a formative parameter is 

mostly importantly the glue that holds this wonderful piece together, as described and analyzed 

in this paper with in score notated figures, tables, diagrams, and interview with vocalist and 

member of Wheelers band Norma Winstone. 

Winstone states from the interview when looking back on her time with Wheeler and the band in 

specific to the recording of “Music for Large and Small Ensemble” and “Gentle Piece”, “I think I 

just learned so much on how to sing a melody by standing next to him, hearing what he played, 

and how he shaped a note. He really loved playing melodies, he just loved melody. Everything 

he wrote for all the sections was just a joy for everyone to play.”16 

The aspects of time as a formative analysis parameter gives the reader the full sense of how to 

interpret the challenging set of chord changes that move successively, as well as how to interpret 

the formal structure. The use of the ostinato binds the piece with a repeating thematic musical 

element while understanding and seeing the analysis of the formal structure gives the reader and 

listener the aspects needed to fully understand the piece, the moving parts, and how they thus fit 

 
16 Norma Winstone, interview by the author, 18 April 2020, phone. 
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together. Kenny Wheeler’s music continues to be heard and interpreted, and a musical gem of 

inspiration can be found through each section and piece of his original music by using the tenants 

of analysis proved in this scholarly work.  
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