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Abstract 

This research focuses on the development of new theoretical concepts, parameters and 

methods for the creation of so-called ‘harmonic balance’ in modern jazz ‘line’ (improvisation 

and composition). The research is primarily concerned with the question: How can (the 

different) improvisational approaches introduced in the late 1960s by John Coltrane and in 

the 1980s by saxophonists Steve Coleman, Gary Thomas and Greg Osby be developed in 

new contemporary saxophone improvisational practice? It investigates the common 

denominators (intervallic content, rhythmic integrity, pattern and phrase structure) in non-

traditional, chordal and scalic improvisational theory, and the ways in which they contribute 

to linear balance. The research identifies, analyses and assimilates existing relevant harmonic 

material and improvisational processes, and applies these to both the composition and 

performance of specific études. This process enables the researcher to develop unique and 

idiosyncratic creative approaches, ones that will inform both practical jazz-making and 

theoretical pedagogy. 
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Glossary 

This Glossary clarifies definitions of terms used. Where an appropriate term was not 

available, I have coined a new one (represented with an asterisk). 

 

Absolute Conception: Assumes the existence of a ‘negative’ harmonic series which mirrors 

the ‘normal’ harmonic series. In this state, harmonic material radiates out from the generator. 

*Acknowledge: To ‘acknowledge’ the chord changes is to reference them, usually in a non-

specific manner. This is in contrast to ‘making the changes’, which targets important chordal 

notes on ‘strong’ beats. One may also ‘acknowledge’ the melody. 

Axis: The mathematical centre of a Circle, from which harmonic material is generated. There 

are two forms: single axis, consisting of a single note (for example, the note A), and double 

axis, consisting of two notes a semitone apart (for example, the notes A–A♭). 

*Axis Generator (A-Generator): A type of Circle-Cloud Generator built on a single axis. 

*Axis-Line: Rapidly changing axis can be treated as Axis-Line. In this case the improviser 

creates Circles that follow the contour of the Axis-Line, using the Pac-Man approach (for an 

example see section 4:4:1). 

*Axis Quality: Refers to the type of axis that the CC-Generator is built on, either a single or 

double axis. If the CC-Generator is built on a single axis, it will produce symmetrical 

intervals and have an odd Axis Quality. If the CC-Generator is built on a double axis, it will 

produce non-symmetrical intervals and have an even Axis Quality. 

*Bandwidth Improvisation: Bandwidth Improvisation occurs within a chosen SD-Limit 

‘bandwidth’ and ‘travels’ continually and horizontally through sonic time-space. For 

example, a Circle may have an SD3 (Sonic Diameter of a major 3rd) situated between the 

notes G and B. Improvisation occurs within the bandwidth of the interval G–B regardless of 

chord, tempo or feel changes. 

*Ceiling: The highest pitch height of a Circle-Cloud. Using the example of a Circle with a 

Sonic Diameter of a perfect 5th (SD5), Axis C, the Ceiling will be the note E♭, and the 

‘Floor’ will be the note A♭. 
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Centre of Tonality: This is the tonal ‘core’ of a Circle, normally referring to the CC-

Generator type. For example: “The centre of tonality is an N-Generator SD2, consisting of 

notes B–B♭–A”. 

Chord-Scale Theory: Treats chords (harmony) as diatonic to, and generated from, the 

modes of the major, melodic minor (ascending), and harmonic minor scales.1 Practically, this 

means that the improviser can look at a given chord quality and decide what scale options 

they can use. 

Chromaticism: 

1. Notes that are not related to the scale, chord, CC-Generator or key centre of the moment.2 

2. A ‘sequence’ of notes in ‘atonal’ harmonic space that do not contain major, minor, 

diminished or augmented triads, and therefore do not sound major, minor, diminished or 

augmented; rather, they sound ‘chromatic’. 

*Circle: A Circle is a micro-environment that harmonic material is generated in and confined 

to. A Circle is measured by its interval ‘size’. This is called its Sonic Diameter Limit (SD-

Limit). For example, a Circle with an SD4 (SD-limit of 4) occurs within the interval of a 

perfect 4th. At its centre is a Circle-Cloud Generator (CC-Generator) from which harmonic 

material is generated. 

*Circle-Cloud Generator (CC-Generator): The CC-Generator has two forms. It is either 

an Axis Generator or Nucleus Generator, and functions to generate harmonic material. At the 

mathematical centre of the CC-Generator there is an axis of either Axis Quality. 

*Circle-Cloud Theory (CC-Theory): A theory of music which functions in two ways: 

1. For generating new harmonic material. 

2. For developing existing harmonic material (that is, creating new harmonic material from 

existing harmonic material). 

*Close Proximity Generators: CC-Generators that are very close to each other in harmonic 

space, usually a tone or semitone apart, and exist in synchrony. 

                                                
1 The major, melodic minor (ascending) and the harmonic minor scales are the most commonly used in jazz 
chord scale theory. They are not exclusive, however, and potentially any scale can be used.  
2 Notes that are not generated from the CC-Generator are considered to be chromatic. They are generally used 
between Harmorhythmic Switch Points and occur on the ‘weak’ beats of the bar (see chapter 3 for further 
detail). 
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*Cloud: A Cloud is the name given to a Circle in which the harmonic material generated is 

blurred by the speed in which it is executed. As a result of the velocity of the executed notes, 

the listener perceives what they are hearing as one ‘sound’ or colour. Harmonically, a Cloud 

is exactly the same as a Circle. 

*Conversion: A form of metric modulation, involving elongation (increasing rhythmic 

values) or diminution (decreasing rhythmic values) of a musical idea from one specific 

rhythmic subdivision to another. 

*Dual Circle Improvisation: Two soloists ‘play together’ and create Circles independent of 

each other but existing in the same sonic time-space. 

*Floor: The lowest pitch of a Circle-Cloud. Using the example of a Circle with a Sonic 

Diameter of a perfect 5th (SD5), axis C, the Ceiling will be the note E♭ and the ‘Floor’ will 

be the note A♭. 

*Fundamental SD Interval (FSDI): The Fundamental Sonic Diameter Interval. The 

intervallic distance from the Circle axis to the Circle Ceiling or Circle Floor. In the case of a 

double axis, the measurement is taken from the upper axis note (the highest) to the Circle 

Ceiling or lower axis note (the lowest) to the Circle Floor. If the interval is specifically 

describing the Positive Zone, it may be called the Upward Fundamental SD Interval 

(UFSDI). If the interval is specifically describing the Negative Zone, it may be referred to as 

the Downward Fundamental SD Interval (DFSDI). 

Gravitational Mass: A measure of the gravitational ‘weight’ of harmonic material. The 

greater the mass of an interval or chord quality, the greater the attractive power. Using the 

example of a major triad, the tonic has the greatest gravitational mass, ‘exerting’ itself as the 

fundamental of the triad regardless of its inversion and forcing any other note (chordal or 

chromatic) to ‘orbit’ around its greater gravitational power. To put this another way, all other 

notes are in ‘submission’ to the greater attracting force of the tonic, as we (our bodies) would 

be in submission to the greater gravitational power of the earth if we fell out of a plane. This 

principle is also applied to the attractive power of a triad as a whole. When played (or 

clustered) in sonic space, the greater number of triads will usually have a greater gravitational 

‘pull’ than that of a lesser number of triads of differing quality. 

Gravity: Attractive power of musical ‘matter’, notes, note groupings or chords. 
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*Harmorhythm (or ‘Harmorhythmic’). Harmony tied to rhythm. The intersection of 

harmony and rhythm. 

*Harmorhythmic Switch Points: The ‘point’ in the measure when the Rhythmic-Magnetic 

Polarity ‘switches’ from positive to negative, or negative to positive, and conversely where 

Harmorhythmic material switches from being repelled from the Rhythmic-Magnetic Centre 

to being attracted to the Rhythmic-Magnetic Centre. In 4/4 time this is usually on beats 1 and 

3. 

*Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity: A Circle with harmonic material which is 

rhythmically distributed (balanced) equally on each side of the CC-Generator. 

Line (or ‘jazz line’): refers to single-note melodic improvisation. 

Linear (horizontal) improvisation: Lines using intervals usually no larger than a minor 3rd, 

often resulting in long ‘weaving’ runs through chord changes. Linear improvisation is 

melodic by nature. Lester Young is considered a linear improviser, tending to weave lines 

rather than arpeggiate chord tones. 

*Magnetism: A force that exists in two states: positive (+) or negative (−). Like a common 

magnet, a musical magnetic force will attract its opposite (negative–positive, positive–

negative), or repel (positive–positive, negative–negative). Magnetism is not affected by 

musical ‘mass’ and should not be confused with the term ‘gravity’. The subject of magnetism 

and its relevance to Circle-Cloud Theory is explained in chapter 3. 

Metric Modulation: A change of time signature that is determined by a subdivision of the 

previous pulse. 

*Multi-Point: Literally means many notes. Usually in reference to a ‘multi-point’ generator. 

*Negative Symmetrical Polarity: An even-numbered CC-Generator has at its core a double 

axis and will produce non-symmetrical intervals. The resulting Circle will have Negative 

Symmetrical Polarity. 

*Negative Zone: The harmonic space within a Circle that exists ‘below’ the CC-Generator 

axis. 

Non-Tonal Chromaticism: Chromaticism that does not relate to a specific key centre. 
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Non-Traditional Harmony: Non chord-scale harmony. 

*Nucleus Ceiling: Top (highest) note in an N-Generator. 

*Nucleus Floor: Bottom (lowest) note in an N-Generator. 

*Nucleus SD: The Sonic Diameter of a Nucleus Generator (N-Generator). 

*Nucleus Generator (N-Generator): A type of CC-Generator. When a CC-Generator 

consists of two notes or more, it is called an N-Generator (as opposed to an A-Generator, 

which is a single note). 

Outside playing: Playing notes that aren’t in the chord and using alternative non-traditional 

improvisational systems for achieving harmonic balance in jazz line, outside of the rules of 

traditional chord-scale theory. 

*Pac-Man Approach: The improviser creates Circles balanced around the Axis-Line, 

following the contour of the Axis-Line. 

*Positive Symmetrical Polarity: An odd-numbered CC-Generator has at its core a single 

axis and will produce symmetrical intervals, giving the Circle Positive Symmetrical Polarity. 

*Positive Zone: The harmonic space within a Circle that exists ‘above’ the CC-Generator 

axis. 

*Primary Generation Area: The sonic area consisting of an interval of a major 7th that 

occurs above and below the Ceiling or Floor of the A-Generator or above and below the 

Ceiling or Floor of the N-Generator before they (the notes) are repeated an octave away in 

each direction. This area will may be greater or less than the SD-Limit. 

*Rhythmic-Magnetic Centre: The name given to describe ‘time in motion’. The Rhythmic-

Magnetic Centre is effectively a ‘time line’, divided into groupings of ‘positive’ and 

‘negative’ Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity. Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity occurs in the 

Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone, and Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity occurs in the 

Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone. 

*Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity: A measure of music exists in two ‘polar’ forms: Positive 

Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity in the first half or ‘part’ of a measure (Positive Rhythmic-
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Magnetic Zone), or Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity in the second half of the measure 

(Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone). All music in constant time (for example 3/4, 4/4, 5/4 

time) at any point of time will be either positive or negative. 

*Secondary Generation Area: The sonic area greater than an interval of a major 7th that 

occurs above and below the A-Generator or above and below the Ceiling or Floor of the N-

Generator before the notes are repeated an octave away. This area may be greater or less than 

the SD-Limit. 

*Soft Metric Modulation: When some of the band choose to perform a metric modulation 

but the remainder of the band continues playing in the default time signature. This can also be 

called a metric superimposition. 

*Sonic Diameter Limit (SD-Limit): The Sonic Diameter of a Circle, or CC-Generator. For 

example, a Circle SD7, N-Generator SD3 is a Circle with a Sonic Diameter of a major 7th, 

built around an N-Generator with a Sonic Diameter of a major 3rd. When the SD-Limit is a 

minor interval, this is indicated with a minus sign. For example, a Circle SD–3 has a Sonic 

Diameter of a minor third. 

Spiral 1: Two ‘peals’ of notes which move in symmetrically opposite directions from a fixed 

axis point. 

Spiral 2: Two peals of notes which move in symmetrically opposite directions from two 

fixed axis points a semitone apart. 

Sub Generator: A generator that occurs in a Micro-Circle (a smaller Circle existing ‘within’ 

the SD-Limit of a larger Circle). 

Sum Rhythmic Total (SRT): The number of ‘beats’ (as specified in the time signature) that 

constitute a phrase, equivalent to the total ‘time distance from point A to point B’. For 

example, if we are in 4/4 time, an SRT2 will have a duration of two beats. If there is no time 

signature, it could be written as follows: SRT2(1/4) (meaning SRT = 2 quarter notes), 

SR1(2/2) (SRT = 2 half notes) or SRT8(1/8) (SRT = 8 eighth notes).3 

                                                
3 As a default, I use American nomenclature. 
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Symmetrical Polarity: The Symmetrical Polarity of the Circle can be determined by 

measuring the interval quality of the Circle’s Sonic Diameter. A Circle built on a single 

A-Generator or odd-numbered N-Generator will have Positive Symmetrical Polarity and 

consist of the following interval qualities (or multiples thereof): Unison (1), major 2nd, major 

3rd, tritone, minor 6th, minor 7th, perfect 8th, major 9th, major 10th and so forth. A Circle 

built on a double axis or even-numbered N-Generator will have Negative Symmetrical 

Polarity and consist of the following interval qualities (or multiples thereof): minor 2nd, 

minor 3rd, perfect 4th, perfect 5th, major 6th, major 7th, ♭9th, ♯9th (♭10th) and so forth. 

Telluric Adaption: Harmonic material that is ‘adapted’ to comply with the natural laws 

governing the overtone series. 

Telluric Gravity: Describes ‘gravity’ that is in traditional tonic-based tonality, from the 

perspective of the upwardly spiralling harmonic series. 

Tonal: Refers to groups of notes which have a colour or characteristic. For example, a chord 

may have a minor tonality. A tone (singular) is a single note. 

*Total Generation Area: The total generation area of a CC-Generator (A-Generator or 

N-Generator). 

Type A approach: Improvisation that includes notes from the CC-Generator in the Primary 

Generation Area. 

Type B approach: Improvisation that excludes notes from the CC-Generator in the Primary 

Generation Area. 

Undertone Series: The undertone series is the mirror image (reversal) of the overtone series 

and spirals downward from the generator in the opposite direction to the overtone series. 

Vertical Improvisation: Improvised line that uses intervals predominantly of a minor 3rd or 

more; often includes arpeggios. 

*Weaving: Improvisation that is generally ‘linear’ in nature (as opposed to vertical) moving 

between key centres and predominantly using diatonic and chromatic intervals less than a 

minor 3rd. 
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Author’s Terminology and Explanation 

1. Improvisation: Generally, in the context of this creative research, the word 

‘improvisation’ is used as a default for both improvisation and composition. If I am 

specifically referring to composition, I make this clear, otherwise please interpret my 

theory and relevant musical examples as relevant for both modes of musical action. 

2. When referring to either Circles or Clouds, by default I will use the word Circle unless 

otherwise specified. 

3. This theory is the result of primarily researching saxophone-specific improvisational 

language. Circle-Cloud Theory (including improvisation, composition and 

reharmonisation) is first of all designed to facilitate improvisation on saxophone and 

single-note instruments. It can, however, be easily adapted for chordal instruments (such 

as the piano or guitar).4 

4. The accompanying musical examples relate to single-note instruments unless otherwise 

specified. 

5. When I use the words ‘musical phrase’ and ‘line’, I literally mean a sequence of notes 

from starting point A to finishing point B – for example, a ‘bebop’ lick, a section of 

Mozart, the first two bars of ‘Happy Birthday to You’. 

6. As the theoretical concepts presented here are not based on chord-scale theory, I do not 

use key signatures; rather, I think and write musical examples in atonal harmonic space. 

7. When I use the term axis, it can refer to a single or double axis. The type of axis (Axis 

Quality) determines the ‘type’ of CC-Generator the Circle will have (that is, whether the 

Circle will have Positive Symmetrical Polarity, or Negative Symmetrical Polarity). This 

can get a little confusing because a single axis acts as an A-Generator (the name given to 

a single-note CC-Generator), and a double axis can act as a two-note N-Generator (the 

name given to a CC-Generator with a Nucleus of two or more). 

8. There are two types of Circle-Cloud Generator (CC-Generator): The Axis Generator 

(A-Generator), consisting of a single note at the mathematical centre of the Circle, or a 

                                                
4 In 2015, I formed the band GRG67 for the practical development and application of Circle-Cloud Theory. 
Since then, both guitarist Michael Howell and electric bassist Mostyn Cole have developed techniques for the 
application of 2–4 note polyphonic groupings, particularly when ‘comping’ or in situations where there is group 
improvisation. Further research in polyphonic application could be the topic of another thesis. 
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Nucleus Generator (N-Generator) consisting of two or more notes centred around the 

mathematical centre of the Circle. The Nucleus SD refers to the actual Sonic Diameter of 

the CC-Generator. It is a measurement. For example, in the Type B approach, 

improvisation occurs around the total CC-Generator (which will have a specific Nucleus 

SD measurement). Furthermore, the term Nucleus SD can specifically refer to an 

individual A-Generator or CC-Generator. The Primary Generation Area is where up to 

the first octave of improvisation occurs before any notes from the CC-Generator are 

repeated above and below the Sonic Diameter of the Circle. Importantly, when using the 

Type B approach, notes that make up the CC-Generator cannot be used for line creation 

in the Primary Generation area. They can, however, be used in the Secondary Generation 

Area (that is, the distance of an octave or more from the Nucleus Ceiling or Nucleus 

Floor). 

9. Note on octaves: It does not matter in which octave you play a note. Changing the octave 

does not change the essential function, interval quality or ‘balance’ of the note. For 

example, a major 3rd is equivalent to a major 10th in function and quality. When using 

the Type B approach, notes from the N-Generator may be used in the Secondary 

Generation Area but not in the Primary Generation Area. For example, an N-Generator 

may consist of the notes B–B♭–A. These are not used in the Primary Generation Area, but 

once ‘outside’ the first octave and in the Secondary Generation Area, they can be used in 

line creation. 
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Introduction and Methodology 

This thesis is the reflection of a journey; a creative pathway which provides the opportunity 

for musical growth, realised through composition, improvisation and written text. It 

articulates the process of discovering a new improvisational theory resulting in new creative 

directions for jazz saxophone. Through exploration and inquiry into the theory and recordings 

of select musicians and practical development of hypothesis, I construct a new approach to 

improvisation and composition called Circle-Cloud Theory. In this document the 

foundational theories on which it is ‘built’, the theory itself, and its application and ‘testing’ 

through the recital process is outlined. 

My curiosity was stimulated and my creativity inspired by the work of others, and it is my 

sincere hope that in some way this thesis may serve to do the same for the reader. As such, I 

have structured this thesis to highlight the importance of the creative process in achieving my 

objectives. Although there is a brief literature review at the end of chapter 1, I also use the 

main body and footnotes of chapters 1 and 2 to discuss other pertinent publications and 

theories as they become relevant. 

Research Aim: To create a new system for improvisation which will allow me to develop 

and build on relevant existing and new improvisational concepts in a controlled environment; 

one that would provide a new lens to view the creation of composition and improvisation 

based in the traditional rhythmic laws of tension and resolution existing in traditional jazz 

language. 

After analysing, listening and/or transcribing many jazz ‘greats’, such as George Garzone, 

Gary Thomas, John Coltrane, Barry Harris, Thelonious Monk and Charlie Parker, and 

reading relevant literature on the subject, I asked the following question. 

Key Question:  How can I create a (primarily saxophone-specific) improvisational theory, 

method or system that would enable a new direction in jazz composition 

and improvisation? 

In order to answer the key question, I formulated more exploratory questions. These served to 

articulate what I was trying to grasp and to guide the direction of my creative work and thesis 
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inquiry.5 It should be noted that it was not until the lead up to recital 1 (September 2014) that 

I developed the concepts of ‘Circles’ and ‘Clouds’. The majority of the following questions 

were asked before this time. Those marked with an asterisk were asked after the term was 

coined. They are grouped into three categories – rhythm, improvisation, and tonality and 

harmony. 

These questions reflect my line of inquiry at the beginning stages of my research. They did 

not specifically need to be answered but are listed here to show the creative process that 

ultimately resulted in Circle-Cloud Theory. 

Rhythm 

• What must be done to achieve tonal and rhythmic balance in modern jazz line? 

• What role does rhythm play in linear balance? How important is this? Is it a unifying 

factor? 

• How do Garzone, Thomas, Coleman and Osby incorporate rhythm in their jazz line, 

and can trends and/or rules be identified? 

• What is the effect of syncopation on harmonic balance? 

Improvisation 

• Are there unifying factors, including common language and improvisational 

approaches among Coleman, Garzone, Osby and Thomas? 

• *What is the effect of Circle-Cloud application in the context of Steve Coleman’s 

Symmetrical Movement Concept? Are they compatible theories? Can his theory be 

applied to Circle-Cloud SD parameters? 

• *What is the effect of Circle-Cloud application in the context of George Garzone’s 

Triadic Chromatic Approach? Are they compatible theories? Can his theory be 

applied to Circle-Cloud SD parameters? 

                                                
5 Some of these questions became more or less relevant as I progressed with my research. 
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Tonality and Harmony 

• Can two or more tonal centres co-exist in the same sonic space, or do they become 

one; that is, does the greater gravity of either absorb the other, and if so, is the concept 

of bi-tonalism valid? 

• *How does chromaticism function within the parameters of ‘absolute conception’ as 

defined by Ernst Levy? 

• What is tonal and atonal music? What constitutes tonality? 

• What is the significance and function of linear resolution, and its importance in phrase 

coherence? 

• *Is the V–I cadence relevant to Circle-Cloud Theory? 

• Can a symmetrically balanced line ‘work’ (function) over different sets of chord 

changes, harmonic environments or time signatures? Can these sequences be ‘cut and 

pasted’ to new environments? And, if so, why or why not? Are any linear 

modifications needed to suit the changed harmonic and rhythmic environments? Why 

or why not? 

General 

• What effect do phrasing, articulation, time feel and intonation have on an improvised 

line? Is it possible to play any note, phrase or rhythmic division at any point in time 

and maintain so-called musical cohesion? 

The aforementioned questions were addressed through the following means: 

• Composing études to ‘test’ and develop my research in the parameters of Circle-

Cloud Theory. 

• Practical application through personal practice, recording and analysis. 

• Professional recording of all new compositions and of all recitals, analysis and peer 

feedback.6 

• Transcription and analysis of relevant recorded material. 

                                                
6 Rattle Records have expressed strong interest in publication of my DMA research. To date, recital 3 has been 
released as the CD GRG67. 
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Methodology 

The methodologies undertaken in order to complete my research to this stage can be 

categorised in three areas: (i) researching prior development, (ii) devising Circle-Cloud 

Theory and (iii) the application and subsequent analysis of the devised theory realised 

through the recital process. 

Firstly, I listened to a wide coverage of saxophonists in my area of study. I sought to 

understand their improvisational and compositional approaches both intellectually and 

practically. I also searched for all theoretical information that I could find on the topic. This 

included YouTube tutorials, research dissertations, web blogs and theory books. Having 

assimilated this knowledge, I asked the key question (page xxi). Through the recital process I 

was able to test and refine theoretical concepts that sought to answer this question, ultimately 

resulting in Circle-Cloud Theory, as presented in this thesis. 
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Summary of Chapters 1–4 

In chapter 1, I tell the story of being inspired by the improvisational concepts of saxophonist 

Gary Thomas and how this inspiration started me on my creative journey. Relevant 

pioneering improvisational concepts of saxophonist John Coltrane are discussed, as are his 

musical and spiritual influences on a new generation of saxophonists. These directions move 

to the music of saxophonist George Garzone. A new type of improvisational language and 

approach appears in the music of saxophonists Greg Osby, Gary Thomas and Steve Coleman. 

This is realised in the macro-environment of the M-Base collective – a group of musicians 

from Brooklyn New York in the 1980s. 

Chapter 2 discusses important theories that ultimately become the foundational backbone of 

Circle-Cloud Theory. I then discuss Steve Coleman’s Symmetrical Movement Concept, the 

theory of Ernst Levy (as described in his essay A Theory of Harmony), and the emergence of 

the Negative Harmony movement (seemingly spearheaded by pianist Jacob Collier but built 

on further concepts put forth by Steve Coleman). Relevant discussion includes examples of 

possible creative practical application. 

This line of questioning leads to chapter 3, ‘Circle-Cloud Theory’, which introduces a 

description and explanation, and discusses its justification, including how and why it works. 

The 10 Rules of Harmonic Generation, accompanied by commentary and relevant musical 

examples and diagrams follows. The use of Circles for the development of existing material 

is then explained. 

Chapter 4 asks the question: How can I apply Circle-Cloud Theory in creative practice? Here 

I present my findings resulting from the application of Circle-Cloud Theory both in 

composition and improvisation and realised in DMA recitals 1–4. 
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Chapter 1 Exegesis: Historical Context –  
John Coltrane, Steve Coleman, M-Base, 
Brief Literature Review 

1:1 Foreword 

In 1995 I was 25. Up to that point I had put a lot of time and effort into learning the language 

of the traditional and bebop masters such as Lester Young, Sonny Stitt, Sonny Rollins, Stan 

Getz, and post-bop saxophonists such as Joe Henderson, Steve Grossman, Michael Brecker 

and Bob Berg. I was rehearsing regularly with my trio Roger’s Trisauraus (with bassist 

Ashley Turner and drummer Simon Barker), and through them I was introduced to a CD by 

saxophonist Gary Thomas entitled Till We Have Faces.7 In this album Thomas demonstrated 

a very different type of harmonic language to what I had previously encountered. 

As I transcribed some of Thomas’ lines, and then studied and played them, I found it difficult 

to come to terms with them harmonically. I remember looking at the shape of a solo that I 

had notated. I knew how good it sounded on the album, but on paper it looked very ordinary, 

and when I played the notes, they sounded ordinary. There seemed to be a type of visual 

symmetry in the music, but I did not understand what I was seeing, what it meant, why I liked 

it so much – or how I might apply it to my own playing. The music of Gary Thomas was an 

ear-opener for me, and was my first ‘port of call’ in the world of alternative, non-chord-scale 

approaches to jazz improvisation.8 From that point on, in addition to improving my bebop or 

‘straight ahead’ playing, I was determined to understand and assimilate in my own music 

what some called playing ‘outside’ and others called playing ‘chromatically’. Others called 

this kind of playing ‘non-diatonic, ‘atonal’ or ‘modern’.9 Twenty-five years down the track I 

can say with certainty that none of the above descriptors common in jazz are ideal. In fact, I 

argue that in the context of jazz harmony today, the word ‘outside’ is becoming increasingly 

                                                
7 Gary Thomas, Till We Have Faces, JMT, JMT 314514000-2, 1992, CD.  
8 In his book Jazz Cultures, David Ake states that “Since the 70’s, the ‘chord-scale system’ has stood as the 
most widely used method for teaching improvisation in College. This approach enables students to identify 
quickly a scale or mode that will offer the fewest ‘wrong notes’ against a given harmonic structure.” David Ake, 
Jazz Cultures (Oakland: University of California Press, 2002), 122. 
9 Interestingly, in his publication The Jazz Theory Book, Mark Levine’s definition of ‘outside playing’ alludes to 
all of the above descriptors as follows: “playing notes that aren’t in the chord, or playing something 
recognisable but in a different key. It can also mean playing ‘free’, or atonal with no chord structure at all.” 
Mark Levine, The Jazz Theory Book (Petaluma: Sher Music Co, 1996), 183. 
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obsolete. For now, however, and in the context of this chapter I will define ‘outside’ playing 

as follows: 

Playing notes that aren’t in the chord or chord scale of the moment and using 
alternative non-traditional improvisational systems for achieving harmonic balance in 
jazz line, outside of the rules of traditional chord-scale theory. 

In 1996, soon after I discovered Thomas’ music, I moved to New York. I had two goals: 

firstly, to improve my bebop playing, and secondly, to learn how to play outside the changes 

in a logical, convincing way. Fortunately for me, the ‘king’ of outside playing, saxophone 

guru George Garzone, was living in the city at the time, and taking private students. He 

agreed to teach me, and I began learning what is now known as the Triadic Chromatic 

Approach (explained later in this chapter). This approach gave me a thorough practical 

understanding of Garzone’s alternative non-chord-scale approach to jazz improvisation, and 

with practice and over time, I became more harmonically liberated. The insight that I gained 

from doing this gave me a strong musical foundation on which to view, contextualise, 

understand, develop and apply other relevant alternative approaches  creatively in my own 

music making, leading to the development and formulation of Circle-Cloud Theory nearly 25 

years later. 

1:2 From John Coltrane to Steve Coleman 

In order to understand or place my research in context, I provide below a brief historical 

commentary discussing pioneering new harmonic concepts developed by saxophonist John 

Coltrane in the late 1960s. I discuss his influence on the ‘next generation’ of ‘post-Coltrane’ 

saxophonists (including Steve Grossman, Dave Liebman and George Garzone) and their 

development of these harmonic concepts, through to the 1980s where the emergence of the 

M-Base collective (with core members Steve Coleman and Greg Osby) alongside 

saxophonist Gary Thomas resulted in new theoretical directions in improvisation.10 

                                                
10 Currently saxophonists such as Mark Turner, Chris Potter, Steve Lehman, Rudresh Mahanthappa, David 
Binney, and Tim Bern could be seen to be tackling the same topic or problem with varied and different 
approaches. My research, however, was narrowed down to look at these two distinct microcosms: post-Coltrane 
saxophonists and select musicians associated with M-Base. 
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1:2:1 Coltrane’s Pioneering Harmonic Concepts 

On 17 July 1967, at the age of 40, the great tenor saxophonist John Coltrane passed away in 

Huntington Hospital Long Island, New York. In the last two years of his life, beginning with 

the 1965 release of A Love Supreme, he had taken his music in new creative directions, with a 

deep spiritual focus and increasing inclusion of elements of modal jazz and so-called ‘free 

jazz’.11 Much has been written on the spiritual and the free, but what is often overlooked is an 

innovative and new approach to jazz improvisation which he achieved through triadic 

superimposition. This involves superimposing triads from tonalities outside the parent key 

centre onto the parent key centre, as opposed to chord-scale theory, where the improviser 

uses harmonic material generated from the chord or key centre of the moment.12 Seven 

months after the release of A Love Supreme came the release of The John Coltrane Quartet 

Plays. From this album I have chosen ‘Nature Boy’ (first version)13 to demonstrate his use of 

this technique. In Figure 1:1 Coltrane uses triadic superimposition to create tension over a 

static F♯ minor vamp. Over the F♯ minor tonality, he plays the following minor triads: F, C♯, 

                                                
11 Many of Coltrane’s later albums, including A Love Supreme, First Meditations, Ascension, Om, and 
Interstellar Space, all had very powerful spiritual themes. Lewis Porter states: “The Spiritual element in his 
music created an aesthetic that made its mark on the style and repertory of countless groups and inspired cultish 
devotion among the public.” Lewis Porter, “John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme: Jazz Improvisation as 
Composition,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 38, no. 3 (Autumn 1985): 593. Jeff Pressing 
writes: “John Coltrane (1926–1967) was not an early part of a free jazz movement, but his personal path came to 
intersect with it, notably in the last two years of his life, where in the view of many he became its leading 
exponent. His path was one of intense exploration of materials, giving in the view of many his intuitive free jazz 
developments a tremendous power and spirituality.” Jeff Pressing, “Free Jazz and the Avant Garde,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Jazz, ed. Mervyn Cooke and David Horn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
2003), 7. 
12 In his thesis A Permutational Triadic Approach to Jazz Harmony and the Chord/Scale Relationship, Author 
John Bishop surprisingly does not mention Coltrane’s pioneering concepts in triadic superimposition, though he 
mentions a lot of other significant contributions from Coltrane. He does, however, mention Garzone’s 
contribution, describing his Triadic Chromatic Approach as using “an arbitrary triad choice, where the selection 
of triads is free of any chord scale relationship”. John Bishop, “A Permutational Triadic Approach to Jazz 
Harmony and the Chord/Scale Relationship” (PhD diss., Louisiana State University and Agricultural 
Mechanical College, 2012), 9. It is my belief that Coltrane’s contribution in this area has largely gone 
unrecognised, perhaps overshadowed by success of Garzone’s Triadic Chromatic Concept, or perhaps 
overshadowed by Coltrane’s own other significant contributions to jazz music (with triadic superimposition 
making up just a small part of his total output). Porter, however, recognises the significance of Coltrane’s 
superimposition in general terms, describing his improvisation on modal harmony as follows: “But he had 
learned to approach the static modal backgrounds as pedal points, over which he superimposed numerous 
modulations and chord progressions with the help of pentatonic and other patterns as well as nonpatterned 
ideas” (Porter, “John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme,” 596). Porter, in fact, describes in broad non-specific terms 
what Coltrane was doing; however, it was Garzone who specifically developed Coltrane’s improvisational 
concepts into the Triadic Chromatic Approach. 
13 Composer: Eden Ahbez. 
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F, G♭, B♭, C♯, E♭ and B; the following major triads: A♭, E♭ and F; and a solitary F♯ 

diminished triad. 

Figure 1:1: ‘Nature Boy’, first version. 
The John Coltrane Quartet Plays, 3.06 Min. Key: F♯ minor, transposed for B♭ instruments. 
This section is transcribed as ‘rubato’ over a constant 3, 3, 2, 2 pulse.14 

 

 

The overwhelming numbers of minor triads (seven minor triads versus three major triads) 

over an already established F♯ minor tonality results in a predominantly ‘minor’ sonority. In 

effect, the major triads contained in the make-up of this phrase are ‘neutralised’ because of 

the greater gravity generated by the minor triads and minor key centre.15 Of interest: In bar 

five, Coltrane plays a B♭ minor triad over the F♯ minor key centre. The note B♭ (a major 3rd 

interval over an F♯ minor tonal centre) is effectively ‘gravitised’ to the greater sonority of the 

(superimposed) B♭ minor triad. In this improvisation Coltrane demonstrates that there is no 

need to limit oneself to using chord-scale theory in modal improvisation, and one could 

conclude that potentially all of the triadic colours from all keys could legitimately act as 

tension over static harmony. However, Coltrane’s pioneering concepts were not just limited 

to triadic superimposition. His increased use of pentatonic scales, chromaticism, modal and 

free improvisation, and ‘outside’ playing, combined with his deep spiritual message, was 

                                                
14 John Coltrane, The John Coltrane Quartet Plays, Impulse!, A-85, 1965, CD. 
15 There is scope for further research into quantifying the gravitational attraction ‘power’ of minor verses major 
triads. 
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profoundly influential on the next generation of saxophonists who sought to develop and 

expand on his legacy. 

1:2:2 Grossman, Liebman, Garzone and the Next Generation 

After Coltrane’s death in 1967, his influence was clearly heard in the next generation of tenor 

saxophonists spearheaded by a young Steve Grossman, closely associated with Dave 

Liebman and a group of musicians who were part of the New York ‘loft jamming scene’.16 

The musicians involved were experimenting with Ornette Coleman-inspired ‘free jazz’, Miles 

Davis’s jazz rock fusion, and post-Coltrane harmonic and spiritual influences.17 Author 

Jonathan Beckett articulates this as follows: “It would be difficult to overstate the importance 

of the relationship between Grossman and Dave Liebman … they carried forward the legacy 

of John Coltrane.”18 History has not been kind to Grossman, who is generally accepted to be 

the first to ‘get Coltrane down’ – that is, to assimilate and apply Coltrane’s techniques in the 

post-bop jazz genre. On the subject of Grossman’s significance, Australian saxophonist Dale 

Barlow offers the following comment: “Grossman was first; he was the guy who got Coltrane 

down and developed his harmonic ideas. The others all followed Grossman.”19 Dave 

Liebman also credits Grossman as the man leading the charge: “All of us acknowledged that 

he [Grossman] was the best of us.”20 Elvin Jones’s 1972 album Live at the Light House, 

featuring both Steve Grossman and Dave Liebman, provides an excellent example of post-

Coltrane harmonic language demonstrated in the next generation of saxophonists.21 Here we 

hear both saxophonists featured on soprano and tenor saxophones in a chordless (no 

piano/guitar) quartet, going head to head with drummer Elvin Jones, who propelled them to 

new levels of creativity. In the ensuing years, individual application and development of 

Coltrane’s musical ideas enabled the next generation of saxophonists to find their personal 

                                                
16 Jonathan David Beckett, “Steve Grossman: Foundations and Environments that Contributed to the Making of 
a Jazz Tenor Saxophone Icon” (PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2013), 13–20.  
17 Key releases from Davis include In a Silent Way (1969), Bitches Brew (1970) and Live Evil (1971). These 
recordings explored the use of electronic instrumentation and long improvised forms ‘cued’ by Miles to form 
spontaneous arrangements. Of interest was Steve Grossman’s inclusion on the album Live Evil, giving post-
Coltrane saxophone specific jazz language a chance to air in a different musical environment. 
18 Beckett, “Steve Grossman,” 13. 
19 Personal conversation during saxophone lessons with Dale Barlow, Australian tenor saxophonist (author’s 
paraphrase), circa 1993. 
20 Beckett, “Steve Grossman,” 6–7.  
21 Elvin Jones, Live at the Lighthouse, Blue Note, BN-LA 015-G2, 1972, CD. 
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‘voices’ as they applied what he had started to their own music. Steve Grossman, Dave 

Liebman, Joe Lovano, Michael Brecker, Jerri Bergonzi, Bob Mintzer and George Garzone 

are among those who have all developed Coltrane’s improvisational concepts in their own 

unique and personal ways, making significant contributions to saxophone-specific jazz 

language and pedagogy.22 Garzone in particular has had a significant influence on several 

generations of saxophonists. His Triadic Chromatic Approach could be considered an 

evolution of Coltrane’s concept of triadic superimposition and was perhaps ‘the next logical 

progression’.23 Liebman has also made significant pedagogical contributions in this field of 

research, including his publications A Chromatic Approach to Jazz Harmony and Melody 

(considered by many to be the ‘industry standard’ on the subject of chromaticism),24 How to 

Approach Standards Chromatically: Techniques in Superimposition25 and 

Chromaticism/Non-Diatonic Scales.26 

To conclude: The next generation of ‘post-Coltrane’ tenor saxophonists were profoundly 

influenced by the musical legacy of John Coltrane, as are most saxophonists today. Nestled in 

this hot-bed of revolutionary and evolutionary harmonic thought, and most relevant to my 

research, is saxophonist George Garzone, who took Coltrane’s triadic superimposition and 

created his Triadic Chromatic Approach, a pedagogical framework which has helped 

saxophonists over the years to get a grasp on playing ‘outside’ the changes. His theoretical 

concepts have been influential in the development of Circle-Cloud Theory and will be 

summarised in chapter 2. 

1:3 M-Base, Steve Coleman, Greg Osby and Gary Thomas: Innovation 
in the 1980s and ’90s 

M-Base (Macro Basic Array of Structured Extemporizations) started out in the mid-1980s as 

a collection of Brooklyn-based musicians led by saxophonist Steve Coleman, accompanied 

by Greg Osby on alto sax, Cassandra Wilson on vocals, Robin Eubanks on trombone and 

                                                
22 These ‘contributions’ are in the form of recorded material. Not many saxophonists actually write about what 
they do. 
23 George Garzone, The Music of George Garzone and the Triadic Chromatic Approach, JodyJazz, UPC-A: 
859668001979, 2008, DVD. 
24 David Liebman, A Chromatic Approach to Jazz Harmony and Melody (Burlington: Advance Music, 1991). 
25 David Liebman, How to Approach Standards Chromatically: Techniques in Superimposition (New Albany: 
Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 2010). 
26 David Liebman, Chromaticism/Non-Diatonic Scales (New Albany: Jamey Abersold Jazz, 2005).  
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others. M-Base incorporated jazz with elements of funk, hip-hop and other musical styles to 

create a sound and identity of their own, unique to their experience and open to other musical 

and artistic influence. Clayton describes the movement as follows: “With the name M-Base 

being coined in 1985 by saxophonist Steve Coleman, members of M-Base sought to escape 

being pigeonholed by any prior labels that would incorrectly label them.”27 It was in this 

environment that Coleman and Osby brought their different but complementary 

improvisational ideas and approaches to the table.28 M-Base gave Steve Coleman a medium 

in which to develop theoretical and improvisational concepts important to his Symmetrical 

Movement Concept,29 and Osby a chance to develop theoretical and improvisational concepts   

from his Shifting Melodic Order, and Piano Logic concepts.30 Interestingly, Coleman does 

not deem the advancement of ‘new theoretical concepts in jazz improvisation’ as important to 

the M-Base movement; rather, he says: “There is no limitation on the kind of structures or the 

type of improvisation, or the style of the music ... M-Base is a way of thinking about creating 

                                                
27 Matthew Clayton II, “M-Base: Envisioning change for Jazz in the 1980s and beyond” (PhD diss., Harvard 
University, 2008), 6.  
28 To quote Osby: “Upon moving to NY in 1982/83 I met Steve and we got together daily, discussing various 
techniques and approaches. It was natural for there to be some residual crossing in our styles since we played 
the same instrument and had many of the same influences but in actuality, we are a world apart in terms of 
direction and purpose. I am very much from the composition and arranging school while he is interested in 
metaphysical applications … I don’t know specifically what Steve Coleman is doing” (email conversation 
between myself and Greg Osby in 2007). 
29 It would be presumptuous  to suggest that Coleman was ‘only’ working on improvisational ideas that resulted 
in or from his symmetrical movement concept, however, it is clear that this period of development occurred 
before his ‘discovery’ of Levy in the 1990s. Coleman’s Symmetrical Movement Concept is discussed further in 
chapter 2. 
30 To put it simply, Osby’s Shifting Melodic Order concept involves taking the solos of jazz greats (in his case, 
pianists such as Bud Powell), transcribing and memorising their jazz lines in 12 keys, then ‘messing’ with the 
lines (altering the rhythm or melody, ‘stress points’ and accents) until they become something new, original and 
fresh without losing the integrity of the original line. His Piano Logic concept seems to be an extension of his 
shifting melodic order concept, more specifically focused on adapting 2-handed piano playing to the saxophone. 
In an interview with Evan Tate, Osby describes it as follows: “I’m trying to play a simulated polyphonic 
technique on a monophonic instrument, like a two-handed duality kind of thing.” Greg Osby, “At the Jazzclub 
Unterfahrt with Greg Osby,” interview by Evan Tate, May 17, 2003, 
http://www.gregosby.com/interviews7.html. In an email to the author, Osby provides further insight: “My 
playing is a hybrid of several essentials that I wanted to inform my approach. It is primarily based on two-
handed piano logic that has been compressed and modified to set within the limitations of a saxophone. 
Basically, when developing it, I strived to simulate a more polyphonous method of negotiating standard chord 
progressions, and after an advanced study of intervallic relationships and the communicative processes of 
Western African rhythms, I was able to craft a more complete and personal style” (email conversation between 
myself and Greg Osby, 2007).  
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music, it is not the music itself.”31 In 1992 M-Base released Anatomy of a Groove,32 which is 

widely thought to be the first M-Base album featuring all core M-Base members. 

Saxophonist Gary Thomas, a contemporary, friend and frequent collaborator of Osby and 

Coleman was also ‘on the scene’ developing his own unique improvisational approach and 

style, but he did not live in New York, nor is he ‘officially’ considered an M-Base core 

musician. Clayton, however, connects him with the movement: “Another musician who 

developed a similar style of playing is Gary Thomas, someone who was not a member of M-

Base but was a frequent collaborator with Greg Osby in Jack DeJohnette’s Special Edition 

band.”33 Regardless of how deeply Thomas was involved with M-Base, the musical evidence, 

realised through many collaborative recordings and performances, demonstrates common 

musical language shared between the three, and compatible yet unique improvisational 

approaches, seemingly independent of direct influence from post-Coltrane improvisational 

thought. It is my view that Thomas is one of the true unsung heroes of modern tenor 

saxophone, and one of the most important tenor saxophonists to appear in the last 50 years. 

As such, his influence has played a significant role in the development of my research; he 

provided my initial inspiration, and through years of listening to his music has served to 

deepen my understanding of the subject. Because Thomas has not to my knowledge 

published research on his improvisational concepts, released a CD as bandleader since 2000, 

or has his music be the subject of any theoretical analysis, thesis or dissertation, I do not 

make further reference to him outside of this chapter.34 I will, however, finish the section 

with an enlightening quote from pianist George Colligan, a long-time musical collaborator of 

Thomas, which more than adequately describes his importance: 

... next is Gary Thomas, who is undoubtedly influenced by [saxophonist Billy] 
Harper. Thomas has a similar bold, edgy sound and definitely captured the inflections 

                                                
31 Steve Coleman, “What Is M-Base?” accessed October 13, 2019, http://m-base.com/what-is-m-base/. 
32 M-Base-Collective, Anatomy of a Groove, Columbia, COL 472974 2, 1992, CD. This is recognised as the 
first true M-Base album, featuring all original members of the M-Base collective. 
33 Clayton, “M-Base: Envisioning Change,” p 40. Of further relevance, the online encyclopaedia Wikipedia 
confirms Clayton as follows: “Gary Thomas admittedly didn’t take part in the M-Base initiative, but joined 
them, and there were similarities in his way of playing.” “M-Base,” in Wikipedia, last modified September 7, 
2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M-Base. 
34 I could have dedicated this thesis solely to an analysis of the music of Thomas (and I hope someone will do 
this in the future); however, my research question did not require this, nor had the scope for such an 
undertaking.  
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and intensity of Harper.35 Yet Thomas has a totally unique approach to melody, 
harmony and rhythm. It’s one of the most modern approaches to the tenor saxophone 
that exists. And Thomas’s playing is kind of an enigma because many perceive his 
playing to be ‘out’. But, if you ever have transcribed any of his lines, you’ll see that 
his command of harmony is impeccable. And Thomas seems to be able to go in all 
directions at once by manipulating small melodic ‘cells’ of two, three or four notes, 
and moving them around the tonal centre in very dissonant ways. His rhythmic 
approach can be dead centre, or very staggered, and he has total rhythmic control 
either way. Any tenor players ‘in the know’ will admit that Gary Thomas is one of the 
true innovators on the tenor saxophone.36 

The improvisational concepts of Thomas, Coleman and Osby were all important to the 

development of Circle-Cloud Theory and together provided an alternative – and I believe 

complementary – school of thought to contrast with post-Coltrane saxophone improvisation 

exemplified in George Garzone. Of the three, Coleman was most influential to my research. 

His Symmetrical Movement Concept provided a well thought out approach to improvisation 

that I could understand both theoretically and intuitively, and my resulting Circle-Cloud 

Theory is built on core concepts of symmetry introduced by Coleman. The work of Osby and 

Thomas was also influential in my research but perhaps ultimately of lesser importance. 

Their work demonstrated to me that there were ‘other’ non-chord-scale (or non-traditional) 

improvisational approaches being developed by a new generation of gifted musical thinkers, 

and this particular microcosm was centred around the M-Base collective. Their respective 

improvised approaches sounded akin to Coleman’s, but at the same time unique and personal; 

they seemed to be symbiotically developing a new language to function in traditional or 

modern jazz settings – perhaps the next significant development of jazz language since 

Coltrane. Their music gave me a valuable perspective in which to view Coleman’s work. 

This section has provided a historical background of the two main schools of thought relevant 

to my research, with Garzone (from post-Coltrane) and Coleman (M-Base) arising as 

significant contributors. Garzone’s Triadic Chromatic Concept is discussed in the following 

section (relevant literature and theory), and Coleman’s Symmetrical Movement Theory is 

discussed in chapter 2. 

                                                
35 Billy Harper, originally from Texas, moved to New York in 1966 and played with musicians Gil Evans, Max 
Roach, Thad Jones, Mel Lewis, Lee Morgan and Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers, and heads the Billy 
Harper Quintet. More information can be found here: http://www.billyharper.com. 
36 George Colligan, “Three Tenors: Billy Harper, Gary Thomas and Rob Scheps,” February 9, 2012, 
http://jazztruth.blogspot.co.nz/2012/02/three-tenors-billy-harpergary-thomas.html. 



 

10 

1:4 Relevant Literature and Theory 

In this section I discuss some literature and theoretical concepts relevant to my research. 

1:4:1 Matthew Clayton II, M-Base: Envisioning Change for Jazz in the 1980s and 
Beyond 

In his thesis, Clayton discusses the phenomenon of M-Base, a group of Brooklyn musicians 

who formed in the mid-1980s, and the historical, social and musical conditions surrounding 

its formation. He provides insight into the musical concepts that M-Base musicians were 

exploring in the 1980s, including modern harmonic and rhythmic approaches to 

improvisation used by Steve Coleman and Greg Osby. His interviews with Greg Osby reveal 

the theory behind his ‘shifting melodic order’ concept. Although not exhaustive, it is the most 

complete representation of his theory that I have found to date. 

1:4:2 David Liebman, A Chromatic Approach to Jazz Harmony and Melody 

David Liebman’s contribution to the subject of chromaticism in jazz harmony and melody is 

widely recognised, and this publication is now considered by many to be the standard text on 

the subject. In this book, Liebman defines chromaticism as “the construction of melodies and 

harmonies which can coexist with or replace given key centres”.37 He further categorises 

chromaticism into the following sub-categories: tonal chromaticism (chromaticism related to 

a tonal centre and diatonic scales) and non-tonal chromaticism (melodies not related to any 

specific tonal centre). For the intent and purposes of my research, I do not define a tonal 

centre as being either major or minor (as is the case with Western music) and therefore 

cannot adhere to Liebman’s definition. Rather, I define a tonal centre as being a ‘centre of 

tone’, sounding major or minor, diminished, augmented or ‘chromatic’(that is, neither major, 

minor, augmented or diminished).38 The sonic categorisation of any grouping (diminished, 

augmented, major, minor or chromatic) is determined by the greater gravity of the triadic 

colours present (see glossary for definition). For example, if there are a predominance of 

minor triads, they will ‘gravitise’ and ‘neutralise’ the major triads and vice versa. If there are 

no triads, it results in a chromatic tonality. This being the case, I therefore argue that 

Liebman’s non-tonal chromaticism (chromaticism not related to a specific key centre) does in 

                                                
37 Liebman, “A Chromatic Approach,” 4.  
38 A chromatic tonal centre could be further categorised. For example, one may identify it as sounding like 
‘fourths’, or ‘clusters’, and so on. 



 

11 

fact have a tonal centre (depending how you define the word ‘tonal’). Liebman also discusses 

the importance of tension and release (particularly V–I) in jazz melody and harmony. 

Essentially, he argues that all music can be categorised as either tension (V) or release (I). 

The concept of treating everything as either being a type of ‘V’ or ‘I’ is relevant to my 

research, and in chapter 3 I introduce the concept of ‘Harmorhythm’, in which every bar is 

divided into two sections of first ‘positive’ (V) then ‘negative’ (I) ‘Harmorhythmic Polarity’. 

Each bar or ‘measure’ has its own ‘mini’ Harmorhythmic V–I progression. Further, I suggest 

that all music could be categorised as either rhythmic tension (V) or rhythmic release (I), 

doing away with V–I harmony altogether. 

1:4:3 George Garzone and Jody Espina, The Music of George Garzone and the 
Triadic Chromatic Approach39 

George Garzone consolidates important concepts from his pedagogical output from the last 

forty years into this DVD presentation, discussing and practically demonstrating his Triadic 

Chromatic Approach to improvisation over modal and standard chord progressions. His 

Triadic Chromatic Concept could be seen as a theoretical evolution from the late harmonic 

concepts of John Coltrane, particularly the polytonal superimposition of triads on static 

harmony (as discussed earlier in this chapter). His use of triads in combination with 

chromaticism are two key elements which can define his theory and are explained as follows. 

Triads: 1) Depending on the tonality of a key centre (or the tonal quality of a chord) – major, 

minor, diminished or augmented – triads may be applied in the following manner: On any 

minor, major, augmented or diminished chord (or tonality) all available triads regardless of 

key centre may be used. For example, if the chord, or key centre is C minor, triads from all 

12 minor key centres can be used. If the chord or key centre is F diminished, all 12 available 

diminished scales may be used.40 If the chord is a B♭ augmented 7th, all 12 whole-tone scales 

may be used.41 2) The triadic colours do not have to match that of the key centre, and if more 

tension is desired, any triadic grouping may be applied. For example, in the key of C major, 

the improviser can apply either major, minor, diminished or augmented triads from any key 

                                                
39 Garzone, The Music of George Garzone. 
40 There are only three ‘actual’ diminished scales, with four symmetrical inversions of each scale, totalling 
twelve in total. For example, C diminished has three inversions: E♭, G♭ and A diminished. 
41 Similar to diminished scales, of which there are four inversions of three symmetrical scales, the whole-tone 
scale has six inversions of two scales. For example, the C whole-tone scale shares the same notes as the D, E, 
F♯, G♯ and A♯ whole-tone scales. 



 

12 

centre. This approach can be adapted to jazz standards that have a variety of chord colours. 

For example, on Jerome Kern’s ‘All the Things You Are’, the improviser could improvise for 

an entire chorus using only augmented triads, or only major triads, or any combination of the 

four triadic groupings that they wish. 

Chromaticism: Garzone teaches that playing too many triads by themselves will sound 

monotonous. Chromaticism needs to be ‘inserted’ between triadic groupings to create more 

interest and to help ‘disguise’ the sound of the triads. Chromaticism can also be used as a 

stand-alone improvisational device (that is, without the accompaniment of triadic groupings). 

In order to get comfortable with this, he teaches that random chromaticism should be 

practised within the intervallic restriction of a major 3rd, with the goal of finding the most 

possible chromatic pathways, without repetition. 

Randomnivity: Garzone’s DVD also introduces his concept of ‘randomnivity’. This assumes 

that when superimposing triads from the 12 available key centres (to a modal key centre, or 

on a standard jazz progression), the law of averages will dictate that there will be ‘enough’ 

random chord-tone resolutions (that is, chord tones from the ‘chord of the moment’ that land 

on the ‘strong’ beats) to give the improvised line coherence and sound ‘inside’.42 Garzone 

states that using his theory you are “more likely to hit a chord tone” (than when using 

traditional chord-scale theory) and are “more locked onto the tonality” than when playing 

traditional bebop language. 

1:4:4 Andrew Sugg, The Influence of John Coltrane’s Music on Improvising 
Saxophonists: Comparing Selected Improvisations of Coltrane, Jerry Bergonzi 
and David Liebman43 

In this thesis, Sugg looks specifically at Coltrane’s influence on saxophonists David Liebman 

and Jerri Bergonzi. Through transcription and analysis, he demonstrates how the language of 

Coltrane has been ‘passed down’ to them and how they have individually developed his 

concepts and language in their own playing. This thesis is an important resource for 

identifying Coltrane’s influence not only in Liebman and Bergonzi but also the generation of 

                                                
42 Jazz musicians use the terms ‘in’ and ‘out’, or ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ to describe being consonant (inside the 
key) or dissonant (outside the key).  
43 Andrew Sugg, The Influence of John Coltrane’s Music on Improvising Saxophonists: Comparing Selected 
Improvisations of Coltrane, Jerry Bergonzi, and David Liebman (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 2014). 
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post-Coltrane saxophonists who emerged from the ‘loft’ jamming scene, and many other 

saxophonists since that time. 

1:4:5 Jonathan Lorentz, The Improvisational Process of Saxophonist George Garzone 
with Analysis of Selected Jazz Solos from 1995–199944 

This doctoral thesis provides a very detailed analysis of the improvisational process of 

George Garzone, explaining (through transcription and analysis) the harmonic and rhythmic 

devices used in his solo construction. It is an excellent companion to The Music of Garzone 

and the Triadic Chromatic Approach, and contains detailed analysis of his solo 

transcriptions, and further insight into his improvisational theory. 

1:5 Chapter Conclusion 

Garzone’s Triadic Chromatic Concept was initially influential in helping formulate the 

theoretical ideas that resulted in Circle-Cloud Theory. His method actively encouraged the 

use of ‘outside’ notes in improvisation, building on the work of Coltrane in a way that was 

relevant to my work. His use of chromaticism, restricted within the interval of a major 3rd or 

less, gave me the opportunity to practise jazz line within Sonic Diameter Limits (intervals) in 

the 20 or so years before I really began thinking about the work of Coleman. His (Coleman’s) 

theory has only been touched on in this chapter; however, improvisational concepts of his, 

‘nestled’ in the context of my own understanding of Garzone’s work, became the ‘backbone’ 

of Circle-Cloud Theory. In chapter 2 I discuss Coleman’s Symmetrical Movement Theory, 

Negative Harmony (which is also a direct result of Coleman’s teaching) and the theory of 

Ernst Levy, a Swiss musicologist, composer and pianist whose concepts underpin and are 

central to much of Coleman’s teaching. 

                                                
44 Jonathan Lorentz, “The Improvisational Process of Saxophonist George Garzone with Analysis of Selected 
Jazz Solos from 1995–1999” (PhD diss., New York University, 2008). 
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Chapter 2 Important Foundational Theories 

This chapter is ordered as follows: 

2:1 Ernst Levy, A Theory of Harmony 

2:2 Steve Coleman, ‘Symmetrical Movement Concept’ 

2:3 Negative Harmony 

This chapter is broadly divided into three sections in which I discuss relevant theoretical 

concepts that have been influential in the development of Circle-Cloud Theory. These are 

accompanied by musical examples that demonstrate through creative application possible 

uses and developments of these techniques. I begin by discussing two important theoretical 

works relevant to my research: Ernst Levy’s A Theory of Harmony,45 followed by Steve 

Coleman’s essay ‘Symmetrical Movement Concept’.46 I then address the concept of Negative 

Harmony, which I am treating as a school of thought or developing theory that essentially 

repackages the theoretical concepts of Coleman and Levy in an accessible new format. These 

three theories work together to demonstrate a certain natural evolution in terms of 

symmetrical thinking in composition and improvisation from the mid-1980s to the present 

day. Levy’s theory was geared towards classical composition, and Coleman, a saxophonist, 

develops his concept predominantly for single-note (non-chordal) application in jazz 

improvisation, which he often refers to as spontaneous composition.47 The Negative 

Harmony movement is seemingly spearheaded by pianist Jacob Collier.48 However, in his 

many YouTube tutorials, Collier continually gives credit to Levy and Coleman, and it is my 

opinion that he is a victim of what may be described as ‘theoretical hysteria’.49 

                                                
45 Ernst Levy and Siegmund Levarie, A Theory of Harmony (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1985). 
46 Steve Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement Concept,” accessed October 13, 2019, http://m-
base.com/essays/symmetrical-movement-concept/. 
47 Steve Coleman, “The Dozens,” accessed October 13, 2019, http://m-base.com/the-dozens-steve-coleman-on-
charlie-parker/. 
48 Collier, an English pianist and two-time Grammy Award winner, was born in 1994. With his youthful 
enthusiasm, immense talent and unprecedented popularity, he has attained a cult-like status amongst a new 
generation of musicians. 
49 Collier is always careful to credit Levy and Coleman as significant sources of his theoretical information. He 
has not published any work on the topic, nor does he profess to be the Negative Harmony ‘Guru’. 
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2:1 Ernst Levy, A Theory of Harmony 

Ernst Levy (1895–1985) was a Swiss musicologist, composer, and a little known but highly 

respected classical pianist with several recording releases to his name.50 He spent much of his 

career in the United States and taught at the University of Chicago, Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology and the New England Conservatory. He has been described as “more than a 

virtuoso pianist – though his technical prowess was staggering; he was an intellectual in the 

true sense of the word, and music was but one aspect of his creative life.”51 Levy died in 

1981. Ironically, A Theory of Harmony (written in 1940–41 and originally named 

Connaissance Harmonique) was not published until 1985, four years after his death. The 

theoretical concepts outlined in this book have become the backbone of what is now referred 

to as Negative Harmony. In his essay ‘Symmetrical Movement Concept’ saxophonist Steve 

Coleman devotes over 4000 words to discussing and elaborating Levy’s theory.52 More 

recently, exponents of Negative Harmony Theory, including Collier, have created huge 

interest in this earlier publication.53 Both Levy’s essay (and Coleman’s synopsis of Levy’s 

theory) could be considered by some to be difficult reading due to their original conception of 

tone structure.54 However, there is considerable potential in these concepts and interpretations 

for the improvising musician. In this section I will explain key theoretical concepts of Levy 

essential to my research (accompanied by examples of creative application in composition 

and improvisation) as follows: The overtone and undertone series, harmonic generation in 

absolute conception, telluric adaption and negative and positive polarity. 

In his essay, Levy proposes a theory of music which recognises the existence of not only the 

upward ‘telluric’ harmonic series (in which Western classical music is based), but also a 

                                                
50 Levy’s discography can be seen here: https://www.discogs.com/artist/1151507-Ernst-Levy. 
51 Allen Linkowski, “Ernst Levy, Forgotten Genius, Vol 1,” American Record Guide, May/June, 1998, 
https://www.norpete.com/html?viewfullsite=1. 
52 In this essay, Coleman discusses the theory of Levy after he outlines the theoretical rules of his symmetrical 
movement concept. To quote from his essay, “Over the years I have been exploring ideas which could be 
expansions of the symmetrical laws of motion mentioned above.” Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement.”  
53 Jacob Collier’s interview with pianist Herbie Hancock, in which he discusses the topic of Negative Harmony, 
has so far (Feb 2018) had approximately 1.5 million views. Jacob Collier, “Musician Explains One Concept in 5 
Levels of Difficulty ft, Jacob Collier & Herbie Hancock | Wired,” January 8, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRkgK4jfi6M. 
54 Dr Mark Polishook has the following to say on Levy: “Beware … Ernst Levy’s harmony book easily qualifies 
as difficult reading.” Mark Polishook, “Negative Harmony, Ernst Levy, Jacob Collier, Steve Coleman,” 
accessed October 13, 2019, https://polishookpiano.com/blog/jazz-piano-lesson-8-negative-harmony-ernst-levy-
jacob-collier-steve-coleman/. 



 

16 

symmetrically equidistant downward spiralling harmonic series existing in what he calls 

‘absolute conception’.55 In absolute conception, harmonic and melodic material is generated 

from a tone ‘generator’ (similar in function to the tonic in Western music), spiralling both 

upward and downward in a reciprocal mirror image. The two series are reciprocal. Musically, 

reciprocation means reproducing an interval in the opposite direction – an operation clearly 

distinguished from inversion, which is the reproduction of the tone in the opposite direction.56 

Levy bases his theory in relation to harmony and voice-leading, predominantly on the 

relationships of ‘upward’ and ‘downward’ spiralling 5ths and 3rds, which he calls dominants, 

and determinants respectively. Of interest is his reference to Greek mathematician 

Pythagoras, and specifically the Pythagorean table, which is composed on the 

‘interpenetrating overtone and undertone series’.57 Levy compares Pythagoras’s theory to a 

planetary system orbiting what he describes as a ‘monas’, which in Latin can translate to the 

word ‘unit’. He writes, “Now in the Pythagorean table there is no such thing as telluric 

gravity but only gravitation around generators – a sort of a compound planetary system with 

the monas (unit) at its centre.”58 Coleman explains this idea in a similar fashion: “Absolute 

Conception is based on a ‘universal’ mode of thinking that results when you look at the 

Earth, other planets, satellites and stars from the point of view of how they relate to each 

other in space.”59 In chapter 3 I explain what I call a Circle-Cloud ‘Type B approach’, which 

uses Levy’s idea of absolute conception to create harmonic material around a ‘sun-type’ 

generator (see section 3:2:6, Figure 3:13: Type B improvisation using the sun as a model) 

Figure 2:1 shows a diagram of the undertone and overtone series. The overtone series 

functions the same (that is, spirals upwards) in telluric adaption or absolute conception. The 

undertone series is a reciprocal mirror image (spiralling downwards) of the overtone series, 

with each interval reflecting that of its positive counterpart around the tone generator (which 

in this example is the note C).60 

                                                
55 Levy uses the terms ‘telluric gravity’ and ‘telluric adaption’ to describe music derived from the upward 
spiralling harmonic series traditional in Western music. 
56 Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 6. 
57 Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 5. 
58 Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 15. Monas is Latin for ‘unit’ (monad). 
59 Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement.” 
60 Levy’s theory shares some parallels with the so-called ‘dualist’ system pioneered by Hugo Riemann (1849–
1919), which considered that all minor triads were in fact ‘upside down majors’. According to this theory, our F 
minor triad (Figure 2:2 & 2:3 line 1) would be called C dual minor. 
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Figure 2:1: Overtone and undertone series. 

 

Levy does not restrict himself to using the tonic as a tone generator. Figure 2:2 demonstrates 

his use of consecutive 5ths for harmonic generation in absolute conception. Here harmonic 

material is generated not only from the ‘parent’ generator (note C), but also from the notes G, 

D, F and B♭. Levy ‘reads’ the chords from the perspective of telluric adaption (that is, from 

bottom to top). For example, in line 1, the ‘negative’ triad C–A♭–F is not referred to by Levy 

as ‘C negative major’, but rather F minor.61 As a rule I will also follow this method of 

labelling as practically speaking, when played on an instrument or heard by the human ear, 

harmonic material generated in the Negative Zone is ‘translated’ (or perceived) in telluric 

adaption. The negative harmonic series, like negative maths, is purely hypothetical!62 

                                                
61 On the other hand, Steve Coleman, when talking in terms of absolute conception would call this triad (a 
reflection of C major) C negative major. 
62 Technically however, it is accurate to name a chord from the tonic-generator (in this example F minor triad 
would more accurately be called C negative major because it is generated from the note C). Negative math 
could be described as hypothetical. For example, is it possible to have minus 5 apples? 
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Figure 2:2: ‘Levy’s Triangle’ (author’s term). 
Harmonic material generated from consecutive 5ths using the note C as the fundamental 
‘generator’, showing chordal function in absolute conception, and telluric adaption: Source: 
Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 25. 
Key: T = Tonic; Primary Cadence. O = Absolute Conception. D = Dominant (or 5th). DD = 
Dominant of the Dominant. S = Subdominant (or 5th). SS = Subdominant of the 
Subdominant. ‘+’ = Telluric Adaption (and also major triad). ‘–’ = minor triad (in Absolute 
Conception).63 

 

Figure 2:3, an adaption of Levy’s Triangle (Figure 2:2), demonstrates the direction of the 

overtone and undertone series and identifies what Levy calls ‘polarity’, occurring in the 

positive and negative ‘zones’. 

                                                
63 Levy does not have a key for this diagram.  
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Figure 2:3: Adaptation of Figure 2:2: Positive and Negative Zones, overtone and 
undertone series viewed in absolute conception or telluric adaption.64 
Key: Red: (+) = Positive. Blue: (−) = Negative. Dark Blue or Brown (circled) = Tone 
Generators. 

 
 

Here we can see what Levy calls positive and negative ‘polarity’. According to Levy, there 

are four polar categories: centripetal, primary, centrifugal, and secondary: 

1. Major triads created in the major zone are centripetal – for example, the C major triad 

(C–E–G, top line) is a centripetal triad. 

2. Minor triads created in the minor zone are primary – for example, F minor triad (C–A♭–

F, top line) is a primary triad. 

3. Major triads created in the minor zone are centrifugal – for example, the F major triad (F–

A–C, second line) is a centrifugal triad. 

4. Minor triads created in the major zone are secondary – for example, the G minor triad 

(D–B♭–G third line) is a centripetal triad. 

Each line has the following triads: 

• Line 1. From left to right the following triads appear: F minor (centrifugal), C major 

(centripetal). 

• Line 2. From left to right the following triads appear: B♭ minor (primary), F major 

(centrifugal), C minor (secondary), G major (centripetal). 

                                                
64 Note: ‘upward’ chord structures (generated from the overtone series) are structurally identical regardless if 
they are viewed in telluric adaption or absolute conception. Chord structures created in the Negative Zone can 
only exist in absolute conception. 
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• Line 3. From left to right the following triads appear: E♭ minor (primary), B♭ major 

(centrifugal), G minor (secondary), D major (centripetal). 

This concludes my summary of important theoretical concepts presented by Levy relevant to 

my research. It is my view that Levy’s essay is a significant and innovative piece of writing; 

highly original in nature and showing exceptional insight and creative thought. However, it is 

also difficult to follow, and at times it lacks clarity and direction. It is curious that although 

(in his capacity as a musicologist in several important North American universities) he 

published several other theoretical works, he chose not to publish Connaissance Harmonique. 

Rather, the text remained unpublished for the next 40 years until his death in 1981. One can 

only speculate as to why this was so. 

2:1:1 Creative Application of Levy’s Concepts in Composition and Improvisation 

Here I ask the question: How can one be creatively inspired by Levy’s theoretical concepts in 

music making? In this section I present what could be considered an adaptation of Levy’s 

Triangle (Figure 2:2) which I call the Simple Harmonic Generation Table (Figure 2:4).65 In 

Figure 2:2 Levy uses consecutive 5ths as generators of harmonic material. In my adaption I 

use the root, 3rd and 5th of C major triad as generators, which are reflected in the Negative 

Zone as an F minor triad, with the root, 3rd and 5th also acting as generators.66 From each of 

these generators I build dominant 7th chords in the Positive Zone, reflected as minor 7♭5 

chords in the Negative Zone. The arrows connect chords that are mirrored around the 

generators and can be substituted with each other or combined as poly-chords, or poly-scales 

(explained later in this section). 

                                                
65 Figure 2:4 does not necessarily represent Levy’s theory (or Coleman’s, or anyone’s); rather, it demonstrates 
my own creative adaptation and ‘licence’ – in which I take inspiration from Levy. 
66 F minor is the telluric adaption of C negative major. 
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Figure 2:4: Simple harmonic generation table. 
From right to left: C triad (overtone series) and F minor triad (undertone series) are used as 
generators for dominant 7th chords and their minor 7♭5 inversions showing possible 
symmetrical chord substitutions. 
Key: Red = Positive Zone, Blue = Negative Zone. 

 

The Simple Harmonic Generation Table presents some exciting symmetrical possibilities for 

the composer and the improviser. Following are some possible ways of using this table to 

generate harmonic material for use in composition and improvisation: 

1. Substituting any telluric chord (red) or note for its reflection in absolute conception 

(blue). For example, you could: 

• reharmonise an F7 with a G7♭5 

• reharmonise an A♭7 with a B♭7♭5 

• reharmonise a C7 with a D7♭5 

• reharmonise an E7 with an F♯7♭5 

• reharmonise a G7 with an A7♭5. 



 

22 

2. Combining the telluric chord with its negative reflection for the creation of new 

harmonies. Note: Combining the dominant 7th chords with their reflection creates more 

‘tension’ than combining a triad with its reflection, but in Figure 2:4 we use dominant 7th 

chords. 

For example, you could combine an F7 with a G7♭5 (Figure 2:5). 

Figure 2:5: F7 and G7♭5 combined. 

In bar 2 the 3rd (A) is swapped with the 4th (note B♭) changing the quality to a type of ‘sus’ 
sound. Arguably this sounds more ‘consonant’. 

 

You could also combine the following Telluric chords with their negative reflections: 

• Combine an A♭7 with a B♭7♭5. 

• Combine a C7 with a D7♭5. 

• Combine an E7 with an F♯7♭5. 

• Combine a G7 with an A7♭5. 

3. Sideways mirroring around the primary generator note C. 

There are some more interesting options for reharmonising and chord combining using a 

type of ‘sideways mirroring’. In Figure 2:4 (the Simple Harmonic Generation Table), the 

diagonal coloured arrows link dominant 7th chords in the Positive Zone with 

symmetrically related minor7♭5 chords in the Negative Zone. Mathematically, these two 

chord grouping are the exact same intervallic distance (and are symmetrically balanced) 

either side of primary generator note C. Therefore, I hypothesise that they could be used 

as substitutions (exchanged) for each other, combined together to form poly-chords (as in 

Figure 2:5) or combined to make hybrid poly-scales made up of the notes from both 

chords (see Figure 2:6 below). 

An example of poly-chord and hybrid scale generation is as follows: In Figure 2:4 we see 

that the generator E has a negative reflection of generator A♭ (when mirrored around the 
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primary generator note C). In Figure 2:6, I combine the chord B♭7♭5 with E7 (see orange 

arrow) to create both a B♭7♯9♯11♭9 and an E13♯11 chord (depending on which root note 

you choose to use). The accompanying scales are made up from a combination the chord 

tones of B♭7♭5 and E7. Note: This process can also be repeated with A♭7 and F♯7♭5 

because A♭7♭5 is the reflection of E7 and F♯7♭5 is the reflection of A♭7(see blue arrow). 

Figure 2:6: B♭7♭5, E7 poly-chord and hybrid scale. 

 

More options: Chords can be generated from the following combinations, illustrated in 

Figure 2:7. 

• Combine G7♭5 with G7: Creates a G7♯9♯11. 

• Combine A7♭5 with F7: Creates an F9 or A7♭5♭6. 

• Combine F♯7♭5 with A♭7: Creates an F♯7♭5, 9, 13 or A♭7, ♭9, ♯5. 

Figure 2:7: Poly-chord combinations. 

 

This is simply an example of how to be creative when sourcing harmonic material for 

composition and improvisation, in this case inspired by Levy’s concept of absolute 

conception and polarity. The possibilities are endless, and only limited by one’s creativity. 

2:2 Steve Coleman, ‘Symmetrical Movement Concept’ 

Coleman’s essay is divided into sections. In the introduction, Coleman briefly introduces the 

topic of ‘balance’ as present in nature, and asks the question, “Can this (balance) be achieved 



 

24 

musically?” His answer to this question is found under the next heading ‘Melodic Material 

Generated by Symmetrically Derived Laws of Motion’. Here he introduces and explains his 

Symmetrical Movement Theory, providing examples of practical application in music 

making. This will be explained in some detail in the next part of this chapter. The remainder 

of his essay comes under the headings ‘Harmonic Material Generated in Symmetrical Space’ 

and ‘A Theory of Harmony – Ernst Levy.’ The former includes a commentary on Levy’s 

terms ‘absolute conception’, ‘telluric gravity’ and ‘telluric adoption’; the overtone and 

undertone series; ‘ratios’ of the tempered scale; and his own nomenclature, which he calls 

‘sum notation’. The latter presents a synopsis of relevant theories presented in Ernst Levy’s A 

Theory of Harmony. The detail in this section is indicative of the respect he has for Levy as a 

theorist. 

2:2:1 Theoretical Overview: Symmetrical Movement Theory 

In his essay, Coleman explains in detail his method of creating “melodic material generated 

by symmetrically derived laws of motion.”67 His theory provides a viable alternative for the 

generation of harmonic material other than chord-scale theory and the theoretical concepts of 

Levy presented earlier on in this chapter. In the introduction to Part 2 of his essay ‘Harmonic 

Material Generated in Symmetrical Space’, he makes the distinction between his theory and 

Levy’s clear with the following statement: “Over the years I have been exploring several 

ideas that could be expansions of the symmetrical laws of motion listed above” (i.e. his 

Symmetrical Movement Concept). 

Coleman’s concept involves generating harmonic material from what he calls an axis. He 

states: 

I named it symmetry because the motion of the melodies involves an expansion and 
contraction of tones around an axis tone or axis tones (i.e. around a centre point). The 
expansion and contraction involved is almost always equal on both sides of the axis, 
hence the term Symmetry.68 

There are two types of axis: single axis (consisting of a single note) and double axis (made up 

of two notes a semitone apart). For example, a single axis may be the note C, and a double 

                                                
67 Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement.” The ‘laws of motion’ which Coleman refers to are his rules for 
generating harmonic material. 
68 Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement.” 
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axis may be the notes D♭–C. Harmonic material is generated from these axis ‘points’ as 

‘spirals’; that is, the harmonic material spirals out from the axis, which results in two sets of 

intervals (one set from each axis ‘type’– see Figure 2:8 ‘Spiral 1’ and Figure 2:9 ‘Spiral 2’). 

The intervals generated in Spiral 1 are called symmetrical intervals, and the intervals 

generated in Spiral 2 are called non-symmetrical intervals. Combined, both spirals account 

for all intervals available in Western music as shown below. 

Figure 2:8: Spiral 1: Symmetrical intervals. 
Single axis note C generates the following intervals: unison69 major 2nd, major 3rd, tritone, 
minor 6th, minor 7th. 

 

Figure 2:9: Spiral 2: Non-symmetrical intervals. 
Double axis C–D♭ generates the following intervals: minor 2nd, minor 3rd, perfect 4th, 
perfect 5th, major 6th and major 7th. 

 

2:2:2 Movement, Balance and Reflection 

Before I discuss Coleman’s theory further, it is important to be clear on the terminology used 

here: A ‘movement’ is an action taken to ‘balance’ an interval around an axis. The said 

                                                
69 The note C is called a ‘unison’ because it generates upward (voice 1) and downward (voice 2). 
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intervallic movement is countered by an equal intervallic movement in the opposite direction, 

reflected around the axis. This process balances the movement, resulting in a mathematically 

symmetrical phrase. For example, Coleman wrote, “To complete the movement, the note C, 

an interval of a minor 3rd was reflected around the axis A as the note F♯, resulting in a 

balanced movement.” In other words, the note C was balanced (or reflected) around the axis 

as the note F♯ (see Figure 2:13). 

2:2:3 How It Works: The Rules 

In his essay Coleman outlines rules for creating single-note line ‘mathematically’ balanced 

around the axis, which are outlined as follows: 

• Choose an axis. 

• Choose and play any interval. 

• Depending on the interval quality chosen, balance the interval around the axis. 

Symmetrical intervals are ‘already balanced’, therefore, if you choose a symmetric interval, 

you have the option of reflecting it around the axis or not. For example, in Figure 2:10 bar 1, 

symmetrical movements are reflected around the axis. Movement 1, G–B is reflected around 

axis G resulting in the note E♭ (brown arrows).70 Movement 2, G–C is also reflected around 

axis G resulting in the note D (red arrows). Changing the octave band is permissible as 

demonstrated in variation 1 and 2. A symmetrical movement can be followed with any 

symmetrical or non-symmetric movement. 

Figure 2:10: Symmetrical movement and octave variation using axis G. 

 

                                                
70 As this movement reflects a symmetrical interval, it is not ‘balanced’ by the movement, as it already has 
symmetrical balance. 
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Figure 2:11: Symmetrical movements that do not need balancing. 
Using axis C as a starting point, symmetrical movements are made. These do not require 
balancing. Each note in this example could theoretically function as an axis without needing 
to change the sequence. 

 

In order to complete (and balance) a non-symmetrical movement, it is necessary to reflect the 

interval in question around the axis. In Figure 2:12, the note E♭ (a minor 3rd ‘up’ from axis 

C) is countered with the note A (a minor 3rd ‘down’ from axis C). The resulting sum of the 

two minor 3rd intervals equals a tritone (minor 3 plus minor 3 = tritone). The tritone interval 

(♭5) is a symmetrical interval, and therefore the movement is now balanced. The same rule 

applies for all non-symmetrical intervals. As demonstrated in example 2:12, you can choose 

any octave band to play your interval. 

Figure 2:12: Completion of a non-symmetrical movement. 

 

2:2:4 Non-Symmetrical and Symmetrical Movements 

In Figure 2:13 the axis note A is followed with a minor 3rd (the note C). This is a non-

symmetrical interval, and is balanced by playing the note F♯ (a minor 3rd below the axis). 

The following note A♭ (a minor 2nd below the axis) is also a non-symmetric interval and is 

balanced with the note B♭ (a minor 2nd above axis A). The notes B–D♯–F are symmetrical 

intervals and do not need balancing. The note F♯ is a new axis. 

Figure 2:13: Non-symmetrical and symmetrical movements. 
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Of interest: By reflecting a non-symmetrical interval around a single axis, Coleman 

seemingly contradicts his own theory, which states that the interval of a minor 3rd is 

generated from a spiral with a double axis (which in this case, would be the notes A–A♭). 

Looking at Figure 2:13 one would think therefore that the minor 3rd (note C, beat 2) should 

reflect around a double axis of A–A♭. On the contrary, his theory instructs to use a single 

axis (the note A).71 Coleman demonstrates using a single axis to balance a non-symmetrical 

interval in his own musical example (Figure 2:14, bar 2 below). Here he uses the note G as an 

axis followed by the notes B♭ and E (a minor 3rd either side of axis G).72 

Figure 2:14: Example 3 (Coleman). 

 

Regardless of this apparent contradiction, using both axis types will result in movement that 

is symmetrical in ‘nature’ (that is, balanced mathematically equally on either side of the 

single or double axis). If, for example, in bar 2 of Figure 2:14 Coleman had used a G–G♭ 

axis, the note E would become the note E♭ (the mathematically balanced reflection of the 

note B♭ around a G–G♭ axis). Figure 2:15 provides a possible explanation to why Coleman 

uses a single axis for balancing non-symmetrical intervals. Here we can see that any interval 

that is reflected around a double axis, regardless of its symmetrical orientation, will result in a 

non-symmetrical interval, and any interval reflected around a single axis regardless of its 

symmetrical orientation will result in a symmetrical interval. 

                                                
71 If a double axis was used, the note F♯ (beat 3, Figure 2:13) would become the note F (a minor 3rd down from 
the note A♭). 
72 Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement,” Example 3. 
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Figure 2:15: Symmetrical and non-symmetrical interval movements using single and 
double axis. 
This example takes the interval of a minor 3rd (non-symmetrical interval) and a major 3rd 
(symmetrical interval) and reflects them around a single axis (note G) and a double axis 
(notes G–G♭). All symmetrical and non-symmetrical intervals produce the same results. 

 

2:2:5 A Movement May ‘Move Toward’ or ‘Move Away’ from the Axis 

In Figure 2:16, the notes ‘C’ (bar 1) and D♭ (bar 2) are axis ‘points’. In bar 1, the notes D and 

B♭ move toward axis C.73 Notes B and D♭, non-symmetrical intervals of a minor 2nd, ‘move 

away’ from axis C. In bar 2, notes C and D, also non-symmetrical intervals of a minor 2nd, 

move toward axis D♭. This is followed by the notes F, A and C♯ – symmetrical movements 

that are not reflected around the axis. 

Figure 2:16: Harmonic material that moves towards or moves away from the axis. 

 

2:2:6 Combining Axes 

You can create axes by combining intervals of more than a minor 2nd. In Figure 2:17 the 

notes G and B♭ are treated as the ‘combined’ axis point. The note D is a major 3rd above B♭, 

and its opposite is the note E♭, which is a major 3rd below G. G♭ is a semitone below G and 

B a semitone above B♭. The true axis in this case, however, is A–A♭. 

                                                
73 Notes D and B♭ are symmetrical intervals and as such do not need to be ‘balanced around’ axis C. They do, 
however, target axis C, and result in a functional symmetrical movement. 
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Figure 2:17: Combined axes, G–B♭. 

 

2:2:7 Nesting 

You may share notes from one axis with an adjacent axis. Coleman calls this ‘nesting’, which 

he describes as when “some tones of one axis overlap and share tones with adjacent axis 

[sic].”74 In Figure 2:18 combined axes A–B, and B–C ‘nest’ together, sharing the common 

note B. 

Figure 2:18: Two axes ‘nesting’ beside each other. 

 

2:3 Negative Harmony 

“The kicker is this – there is really no such thing as Negative Harmony!” (Coleman)75 

2:3:1 What is Negative Harmony? 

At best Negative Harmony could be described as a ‘developing’ theoretical school of thought 

(or theoretical movement) that has strong links to the theory of Levy, elements of which have 

been adapted for use in the context of jazz improvisation, composition and reharmonisation, 

initially by saxophonist Steve Coleman. Most commonly it treats the tonic and the 5th as of 

equal importance for generating harmonic material in what Levy calls absolute conception. 

Coleman’s adaptation is not formally published; rather, the theoretical ideas that loosely 

could be categorised as Negative Harmony are primarily the result of Coleman’s teaching, 

performance, and musical output over many years. The term itself was coined by Coleman, 

who explains: “As far as I know, Levy never mentions the words ‘Negative Harmony’ in his 

book. That was a term that I created to simplify explaining the ideas – using the word 

                                                
74 Coleman, “Symmetrical Movement.” 
75 Mark Polishook, “The Patterns of Barry Harris, Arnold Schoenberg, and Ernst Levy,” accessed October 13, 
2019, http://www.polishookstudio.com/2014/02/the-patterns-of-barry-harris-arnold.html. 
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‘polarity’ seemed to scare people off.”76 It (Negative Harmony) is not to be confused with 

Coleman’s Symmetrical Movement Concept, which though related, has its own theoretical 

basis. Although Negative Harmony owes a lot to certain theoretical concepts presented in 

Levy’s A Theory of Harmony, it should not be confused with Levy’s total theoretical work, 

which is far more extensive, complex and broad reaching in its scope and application. 

Although Coleman acknowledges Levy as an important figure, he also credits Thelonious 

Monk, Dizzy Gillespie, Barry Harris and many others as influential in ‘passing on’ versions 

of ‘these concepts’ to him.77 He says, “This kind of information was introduced to Dizzy, 

Barry and many others (including myself) by the work of Thelonious Monk.”78 Of relevant 

literature he adds, “But all these books (and there are many others) are mainly distillations of 

ideas that were around, so neither Levy or Mathieu’s books are original.”79,80 On the 

importance of Levy’s work to his research he says: 

What attracted me to Levy was that I felt that his ideas explained some things that I 
already knew more succinctly. Even before discovering Levy [in the late 1990s], I 
was into many different kinds of polarity ideas, starting with some of my own 
invention, and later realising that I was re-discovering things that others had already 
been doing in different ways.81 

The subject of Negative Harmony has become of great interest to many aspiring musicians, 

and the success of ‘YouTube sensation’ Jacob Collier, a 23-year-old English pianist and 

perhaps its most widely recognised exponent, has greatly contributed to its popularity.82 His 

YouTube video ‘Jacob Collier Discusses Negative Harmony and How to Learn Music’ 

generated 162,000 views in the first 10 months of publication (April 29, 2017).83 Moreover, 

his YouTube video ‘Musician Explains One Concept in 5 Levels of Difficulty ft. Jacob 

Collier & Herbie Hancock’, in which he also explains Negative Harmony, has generated over 

                                                
76 Polishook, “Patterns of Barry Harris.” 
77 Polishook, “Patterns of Barry Harris.” 
78 Polishook, “Patterns of Barry Harris.” 
79 William Mathieu, Harmonic Experience, Tonal Harmony from Its Natural Origins to Its Modern Expression 
(Rochester: Inner Traditions, 1997).  
80 Polishook, “Patterns of Barry Harris.” 
81 Polishook, “Patterns of Barry Harris.” 
82 According to Coleman, Collier studied with Barak Schmool, who in turn had studied with Coleman 
(Polishook, “Patterns of Barry Harris”). 
83 Jacob Collier, “Jacob Collier Discusses Negative Harmony and How to Learn Music,” April 29, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e2nUoq3AqjA. 
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4.6 million views in the first 12 months of its publication.84 Collier has become the de-facto 

figurehead and spokesman of the Negative Harmony movement though he, like Coleman, has 

made no formal publication or claim to its origins – and he cites both Levy and Coleman as 

the source of its theory.85 Because of its popularity and relevance to my research, it is 

important to discuss its main theoretical concepts.86 

2:3:2 Theoretical Functions of Negative Harmony 

For any given chord or note generated in positive (telluric) polarity, there is a negative 

counterpart (reflection), which has the same ‘harmonic weight’ and function. This negative 

counterpart is found by reflecting a note (or chord) around the axis of the key centre, which is 

found between the root and the 5th. For example, in the key of C, the axis is midway between 

C and G, as illustrated in Figure 2:19 below. 

Figure 2:19: C major scale, showing axis for reflection using Negative Harmony. 
Chromatic notes are in blue; C major scale, red. 

 

In Figure 2:19 we can see that the axis is halfway between the root (note C) and the 5th (note 

G). The axis literally occurs midway between the notes E♭ and E. 

The reflection (or negative) of any positive movement can be found by counting the exact 

intervals in the opposite direction down from the 5th. For example, the C major scale is made 

up of the intervals T, T, ST, T, T, T, ST, illustrated in Figure 2:20. 

                                                
84 Jacob Collier, “Musician Explains.” 
85 Collier’s so-called ‘teachings’ on the subject are typically YouTube uploads by fans who have taken the 
initiative to approach him, ask questions on the subject, record his impromptu answers on their phones and 
upload. See Bibliography in the section ‘Other Media’. 
86 Some may ask the question: ‘Why dedicate a section to Negative Harmony if it is really just based on 
Coleman/Levy theory?’ The answer is that if I did not, people would then perhaps ask, ‘Why did he not cover 
Negative Harmony, or mention Jacob Collier?’ Including this section clears up misconceptions, highlights what 
Negative Harmony seemingly does and does not ‘teach,’ and provides example of creative application in 
composition and improvisation. 
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Figure 2:20: C major, interval divisions. 

 

To find the negative of C major, we count back from G (the 5th) using the same interval 

structure T, T, ST, T, T, T, ST. The resulting scale is negative G major, illustrated in Figure 

2:21. This translates to G Phrygian in telluric adaption. Technically, however, it is not a 

Phrygian scale. This is because the key centre is C major (which does not generate a G 

Phrygian scale). 

Figure 2:21: Negative G major downwards 

 

In this way we can find the negative of any note, or chord (groups of notes), as long as we 

establish the key centre. Figure 2:22 illustrates this clearly. In the key of C, the E–E♭ axis 

occurs midway between the notes C and G (red dotted line). In order to find the negative of 

any note in the key of C we simply reflect it across the axis. We can repeat this process for 

any key centre. 
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Figure 2:22: Negative Harmony reharmonisation: Cycle of 5ths.87 

 

When reharmonising chords, one must be careful to recognise the correct tonic, which in 

absolute conception is always a 5th below the generator (diminished and half diminished 

chords are a ♭5 below the generator). For example, in Figure 2:23 (below) you will see that 

the negative of G7 in telluric adaption is F6 (a 5th below −C7) not D7♭5 as some would be 

tempted to write. 

Figure 2:23: Reharmonisation of the C major scale using Negative Harmony. 

 

                                                
87 This author prefers the term ‘Cycle of 5ths’, although this is most commonly known as the ‘Circle of 5ths’. 
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Chord progressions may be harmonised in the same way. For example, in the key of C major 

a perfect V–I cadence (G7 to C major) would become a plagal cadence (F6 to C major). 

When using this technique, as a general rule: major chords become minor chords, minor 

chords become major chords, dominant 7ths chords become minor 6ths chords and minor 6th 

chords become dominant 7th chords. 

2:3:3 Creative Application: Finding Alternate Generators 

We have established that Negative Harmony creates an axis between the root and the 5th in 

which harmonic material is mirrored, providing us with an alternate Negative Harmony. This 

gives rise to the question: Is it practical to use other diatonic intervals to generate harmonic 

material in a similar way? It is noteworthy that Levy does not limit himself by only using 

5ths for harmonic generation in absolute conception (though he credits the 5th as “occupying 

a special place”).88 In his chapter ‘Tonal Functions of Triads’,89 Levy, using a diatonic scale, 

builds triads both in absolute conception and telluric adaption off each scale degree (Figure 

2:24). 

                                                
88 Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 22. 
89 Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 78. Of further interest: later in this chapter Levy goes on to suggest 
the existence of a chromatic tonality, the study of which lies outside the scope of this paper. The theoretical 
concept of a chromatic tonality, operating in absolute conception may provide fertile ground for further 
research. 
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Figure 2:24: Table of functions of the triads built on the tones of diatonic tonality 
(Levy).90 
“The symbols written above the staff refer to major triads. The first row of symbols below the 
staff identifies minor triads in absolute conception O; the second row, in telluric adaption ” 

 
 

2:3:4 Using the 3rd as a Generator 

Taking inspiration from Levy (Figure 2:24), I reharmonise the modes of the C major scale 

using the note E (an interval of a major 3rd) as a generator (Figure 2:25). The axis is the note 

D, midway between the notes C and E. Here we can see the original chord, its negative 

reflection, and a suggested voicing to be used in telluric adaption. 

                                                
90 Levy and Levarie, A Theory of Harmony, 78. 



 

37 

Figure 2:25: Reharmonisation of the C major scale (absolute conception) using a major 
3rd as a generator. 

 
* Note: Suggested voicings are not a 3rd below the generator.91 

Taking this idea further, I ask the question: Can we alter the source chord (with non-diatonic 

notes) to create more interesting reharmonisations? In Figure 2:26, in the key of C major, I 

reflect all 12 available notes from the chromatic scale around an axis of D, midway between 

generators C (the tonic), and E (major 3rd), allowing us to see the negative reflections of 

every diatonic and chromatic note available in the key of C. The negative reflections can be 

viewed horizontally (between the positive and negative chromatic scales) or ‘in’ the 

respective scales themselves (shown by the curved arrows). Interestingly, the intervals 

generated between the ‘positive’ chromatic scale and the ‘negative’ chromatic scale are 

exactly the same as those listed in Coleman’s Spiral 1 (Figure 2:8). 

                                                
91 You will note that in Figure 2:23, the column ‘Equivalent Chord in Telluric Adaption’ has the root a 5th 
below the generator. Here, however, I do not follow this rule (which, if adapted to using a major 3rd as a 
generator, would result in chords with roots a 3rd below the generator). 
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Figure 2:26: Diatonic and chromatic substitutions, generators C and E, axis D, key of C 
major. 

 

Using Figure 2:26, we can ultimately create symmetrical substitutions for any chord we wish 

(diatonic or non-diatonic) relating to the key of C major.92 In Figure 2:27 this is demonstrated 

using a II–V–I progression. Line 1 has the original version. Line 2 shows a typical telluric 

reharmonisation, and in line 3 we can see the negative reharmonisations which have been 

reflected around axis D, using Figure 2:26 as a guide. The negative reharmonisation has the 

root movement of notes A♭–A–E, which are the negatives of the root movement A♭, G, C 

(line 2). There is, however, an endless amount of voicing possibilities or root options.93 The 

resulting negative reharmonisation could be called ‘the substitution of the substitution’ and 

provides us with an interesting and viable alternate which can be theoretically justified. 

Figure 2:27: Reharmonisation, and negative reharmonisation of a II–V–I progression, 
in C major. 

Original D Minor7 G7 C Major7 

Telluric Reharmonisation A♭13♯11 G13♯5♯9 C Minor 

                                                
92 This could, however, be extended to include reharmonisations in so-called ‘atonal’ harmonic space; we have 
already seen that the intervals generated in Figure 2:26 are the same as those from Coleman’s Spiral 1, 
providing us with a solid theoretical foundation in which to do so. To take this idea further, we could treat all 11 
intervals generated from a given tonic as the ‘other’ generator and repeat the process as demonstrated in Figure 
2:26.  
93 This is only one of many possible voicings. One could choose to group these notes in many different ways 
depending on the desired musical outcome. The creative possibilities are endless! 
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Notes of Chord A♭ C E♭ G♭ B♭ D F G B D F B♭ D♯ E C E♭ G B♭ 

Notes of Negative Chord 

Negative Reharmonisation 

A♭ E D♭ B♭ G♭ D B 

B♭ dim/A♭7♭5 

A F D D♭ C B 

D-13∆7/A  

E D♭ A G♭ 

A6/E 

 

Chapter 2 has provided an explanation of three compatible theories relevant to my research. 

In chapter 3, I present the Circle-Cloud Theory, which seeks to develop these, and other 

relevant theoretical concepts in my music practice, using my own set of rules and parameters. 
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Chapter 3 Circle-Cloud Theory 

It is advised to refer to the glossary at the beginning of this thesis when needed. 

3:1 Part 1: What is Circle-Cloud Theory? 

Circle-Cloud Theory is a theoretical system I have devised to assist in jazz improvisation and 

composition. It is flexible in nature and, though primarily used to generate harmonic material, 

can also be adapted to develop existing harmonic material. The theory borrows from the 

concepts of Coleman and Levy, but takes their ideas in a new direction, limiting 

improvisation and composition to within specific interval ranges called Sonic Diameter 

Limits (SD-Limits). It is accompanied by a series of rules and terms that have been devised to 

assist the performer in their understanding of the theory and to enable the flow of 

improvisational ideas within the jazz ensemble. These are called ‘10 Rules of Harmonic 

Generation’ and are explained in detail later in this chapter. 

In the context of this theory, harmonic material is generated within the SD-Limit and 

symmetrically balanced around a Circle-Cloud ‘generator’ (CC-Generator). The 

mathematical centre of the CC-Generator is called the axis; a term borrowed from Coleman. 

A Cloud only differs from a Circle in the speed of which the notes are executed, this being 

fast enough to ‘blur’ the individual notes. In this chapter these concepts are further developed 

with the assistance of some other invented terminology designed to help communicate my 

theoretical concepts effectively. These terms are listed and defined at the beginning of this 

thesis (p. xi) and should be referred to when necessary, along with the following ‘Circle 

parts’ reference diagram (Figure 3:1). 
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Figure 3:1: Circle parts reference diagram. 
Please refer to this diagram when needed. 

 
Key: 

UFSDI: Upward Fundamental Symmetrical Interval 

DFSDI: Downward Fundamental Symmetrical Interval 

Nucleus SD (or ‘N-Generator SD’): Sonic Diameter of the Nucleus Generator 

Circle Floor: The lowest note in the Circle, occurring on the lower Sonic Diameter Limit 

(SD-Limit) 

Circle Ceiling: The highest note in the Circle, occurring on the higher Sonic Diameter Limit 

(SD-Limit) 

CC-Generator: Circle-Cloud Generator 

N-Generator: Nucleus Generator 

A-Generator: Axis Generator 
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3:1:1 Theoretical Motivation, Creative Process and Relevant Terms 

Circle-Cloud Theory was inspired by basic concepts of symmetry and balance theorised by 

saxophonist Steve Coleman in his essay ‘Symmetrical Movement Concept’, and later the 

theoretical concepts of Ernst Levy. In Circle-Cloud Theory I have developed two approaches 

to Circle generation called ‘CC-Type A’ and ‘CC-Type B’ (abbreviated to the ‘Type A 

approach’ and the ‘Type B approach’). 

CC-Type A: Improvisation involves generating lines around and including the CC-

Generator. The CC-Generator will be an A-Generator or an N-Generator. 

CC-Type B: Improvisation involves generating lines around, but not including, the CC-

Generator. The CC-Generator can either be a single-note A-Generator or a Multi-Point (two 

or more note) N-Generator. Note: Whenever you have an N-Generator with at least three 

notes, your improvised line will automatically be Type B.94 

In regard to my developmental journey, Type A improvisation was my ‘starting point’ (it was 

not until much later that I developed the Type B approach). In order to become fluent in 

improvising with this approach, I restricted myself to practising within specific Sonic 

Diameters, with the goal of producing lines that were balanced rhythmically and 

harmonically either side of axis ‘points’.95 At times I practised this mathematically, slowly 

practising lines that generally followed Coleman’s rules. I was, however, not too pedantic 

about following them exactly. Rather, I used his theory to help shape my own understanding, 

which resulted in the design of Circle-Cloud Theory and the 10 Rules of Harmonic 

Generation (seen later in this chapter). At the same time, I listened to Coleman, Osby, 

Thomas, Garzone and anyone who I felt sounded like they were doing something similar, and 

in doing so I trained my ears to ‘hear’ lines that were ultimately symmetrically balanced 

around what I perceived to be, and would later call, ‘CC-Generators’. 

                                                
94 This is because Type A improvisation includes the notes from the CC-Generator, so you cannot have (for 
example) a Nucleus SD−5 with Type A approach. This would be meaningless because any notes greater ‘above’ 
or ‘below’ the single or double axis are used.  
95 Later in my research I developed the concept of ‘Harmorhythm’ to explain how rhythmic and harmonic 
balance can be achieved, or is achieved in the creation of jazz line. This will be discussed in depth later in the 
chapter. 



 

43 

I also applied what I call ‘Garzone chromaticism’96 within Circle SD-Limits and used 

common compositional techniques such as inversion, extension, truncation, repetition, 

augmentation, diminution, retrograde, and retrograde inversion to create interesting and non-

repetitive lines. Further on in my research I became interested in creating Circles that were 

generated from either single-note A-Generators or Multi-Point N-Generators that did not 

include notes from the Nucleus SD. As described earlier, I called this the CC-Type B 

approach: Both Type A and Type B approaches are compatible, with the only difference 

being the inclusion or non-inclusion of the CC-Generator. 

The CC-Generator: The CC-Generator acts as a kind of ‘tonic’, nestled in what Levy calls 

absolute conception. Harmonic material radiates outwardly from the CC-Generator upwards 

(into the Positive Zone), and downwards (into the Negative Zone – see Figure 3:1). This 

concept is similar to, and taken from, Levy’s overtone and undertone series, which ‘spiral’ (to 

use Coleman’s term) outwardly above and/or below ‘generators’. Using Circle-Cloud 

Theory, the goal of the improviser is to create line that is balanced equally between the 

Positive and Negative Zones, either side of the CC-Generator.97 The resulting line can either 

include (Type A) or exclude (Type B) the CC-Generator. The CC-Generator can either be a 

single axis point, or a Multi-Point N-Generator (which literally means Nucleus Generator). 

CC-Generators generate symmetrical or non-symmetrical intervals, determined by the Axis 

Quality of the CC-Generator. Single-axis or odd-note CC-Generators only generate 

symmetrical intervals. Even-numbered N-Generators will only generate non-symmetrical 

                                                
96 I also learnt to play Garzone’s chromatic ‘sound’ by ear. In private lessons with him in 1997, he would play 
chromatic lines, which I recorded. I would choose my favourite lines, transcribe them and memorise them in 12 
keys, usually with great difficulty! This was the same approach I used to learn bebop, and I reasoned that it 
should work with more harmonically challenging concepts. I did this until I found I had a better understanding 
on how to hear and play interesting and balanced chromatic lines naturally and spontaneously. Applying these to 
Circle restrictions was a very easy transition. It is interesting that in his DVD The Music of George Garzone and 
the Triadic Chromatic Approach, Garzone suggests that chromaticism should be practised ‘within’ a major 3rd 
(this is, of course, a Circle SD3, if you choose to look at it in this way). Furthermore, I hypothesise that 
Garzone’s and Coleman’s approaches, though different, both achieve compatible symmetrical integrity through 
different means. I believe that this would also apply to the music of Osby and Thomas. Further study could be 
done to explore symmetrical relationships existing between these players. 
97 This differs to traditional chord-scale theory wherein music is generated upward from the harmonic series. 
For example, in the key of C major the note C is the tonic. The scale ascends from the tonic (the only direction 
available). Using Circle-Cloud Theory you could treat the note C as a CC-Generator. Alternatively, you could 
use any other position in the chromatic scale to build a CC-Generator, irrespective of the chord of the moment. 
More will be explained later in this chapter. 
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intervals.98 An N-Generator can generate both symmetrical or non-symmetrical intervals 

depending on whether it is an odd or even number. Further, any note or groups of notes can 

act as CC-Generators. We discussed earlier that Levy primarily uses tonics, 5ths and 3rds. 

Negative Harmony Theory (at its present stage of development) only uses tonics and 5ths. 

3:2 Ten Emerging Rules (or Principles) of Harmonic Generation 

As I progressed with my research, I was able to formulate theoretical rules which serve to 

explain the workings of Circle-Cloud Theory. In this section I list each rule and provide 

commentary, musical examples and illustrations where required. The following rules are 

applicable to both the Type A and Type B approach unless otherwise indicated, and they 

provide a guideline for improvisation using Circle-Cloud Theory. 

3:2:1 Rule 1: Harmonic material is generated in Circles and Clouds and contained 
within their Sonic Diameter Limits (SD-Limits). 

Circle-Cloud Theory restricts improvisation and composition to within specified SD-Limits 

as determined by the composer or improviser. Within the Circle SD-Limits, harmonic 

material is generated, balanced either side of the CC-Generator. In my composition ‘Model 

22, 2s and 3s’ (Figure 3.2), the first three bars are written within a Circle SD−3. The Circle 

Ceiling is the note B. The Circle Floor is the note A♭. The CC-Generator type is an N-

Generator with double axis notes B♭–A, producing non-symmetrical intervals. This Circle 

uses the Type A approach to generate harmonic material because the CC-Generator 

(consisting of the notes B♭ and A) is included in the generated line. 

Figure 3:2: ‘Model 22, 2s and 3s’, bars 1–3. 

 

                                                
98 Theoretically you could generate symmetrical intervals from even-numbered N-Generators; however, in order 
for this to happen you would need to have a ‘special’ axis in the middle of the double axis N-Generator. For 
example, if we use a Nucleus SD−2 made up of the notes C and B, the ‘special’ axis would fall halfway between 
B and C. The resulting (positive and negative) harmonic series would be generated from a point a quarter-tone 
below C and above B, and generate harmonic material out of tune with our A = 440 tuned instruments. It is, 
however, an avenue that could be explored further, especially with the use of computer sequencing. 
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3:2:2 Rule 2: The difference between a Circle or a Cloud is the velocity in which the 
notes are executed. 

A Circle becomes a Cloud when the velocity of notes is such that it is perceived as one 

‘sound’. There is no set tempo where a Circle suddenly becomes a Cloud. The difference is in 

perception; that is, at some point the listener begins to hear all the notes played as one sound. 

In a Circle, you can hear individual notes. In a Cloud, the speed of execution and sheer 

number of notes played make it is difficult to hear individual notes. The listener perceives the 

Cloud as one sound or colour. To use an analogy: If we look at a cloud in the sky, we cannot 

see the individual water droplets that make up a cloud, but rather perceive the billions of 

particles as a single entity and call it a ‘cloud’. In Circle-Cloud Theory these ‘water droplets’ 

would represent individual notes. 

3:2:3 Rule 3: The Axis Quality of the CC-Generator determines the Symmetrical 
Polarity of the Circle and the available interval options. 

The CC-Generator will either be built on a one-note (odd) or two-note (even) numbered axis, 

from which symmetrical or non-symmetrical intervals are generated. The axis type (single, or 

double) is called the ‘Axis Quality’.99 For example, an A-Generator is a single-note generator 

and has an odd Axis Quality. It produces symmetrical intervals which give the Circle Positive 

Symmetrical Polarity. An N-Generator, which consists of at least two notes, will have either 

and odd or even Axis Quality. In other words, it will have a single or double axis. The Axis 

Quality of the CC-Generator determines what type of intervals can be generated, 

Symmetrical Polarity of the Circle, and available SD-Limits.100 

Figure 3:3 demonstrates intervals generated from an odd Axis Quality. The resulting SD-

Limits (in red) are the sum of the Upward Fundamental SD Interval (UFSDI) and the 

Downward Fundamental SD Interval (DFSDI). These equations are calculated above and 

below the Nucleus SD of the A-Generator where the Nucleus SD is greater than SD1. For 

example, 2 × ♭2 means 1 × ♭2 UFSDI (above the A-Generator) PLUS 1 × ♭2 DFSDI (below 

the A-Generator) resulting in the following equation: 2 × ♭2 = SD2. 

                                                
99 This is consistent with Coleman’s symmetrical interval generation for Spiral 1, and Spiral 2 (summarised in 
chapter 2).  
100 Interestingly, in both odd and even axis interval generation, the resulting notes form either of the two 
available whole-tone scales. See Figure 3:14, and Figure 3:15 later in this chapter. 
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Figure 3:3: Symmetrical Sonic Diameter generation from a single A-Generator 
(restricted to an interval of a major 9th). 
A single axis (purple) has an odd Axis Quality and generates symmetrical intervals (blue) 
resulting in the following Sonic Diameters (red). 

1 × 1 = SD1 (Axis)*: 
2 × ♭2 = SD2 
2 × 2 = SD3 
2 × ♭3 = SD−5 
2 × 3 = SD−6 
2 × 4 = SD−7 
2 × ♭5 = SD8 
2 × 5 = SD9  

* In this case the Nucleus SD (Axis SD) equals the Circle SD! 

Figure 3:4 demonstrates intervals generated from an even Axis Quality. These equations are 

calculated above and below the Nucleus SD of the N-Generator where the SD is greater than 

SD−2. For example, 2 × ♭2 means 1 × ♭2 UFSDI above the double axis N-Generator PLUS 

1 × ♭2 DFSDI below the double axis N-Generator, resulting in the equation 2 × ♭2 = SD−3. 

Figure 3:4: Non-symmetrical Sonic Diameter generation from a double axis (restricted 
to an interval of a ♭9). 
A double axis (purple) has an even Axis Quality and generates non-symmetrical intervals 
(black), resulting in the following Sonic Diameters (red). 

2 × ♭2 = SD−2 (Axis)*: 
2 × ♭2 = SD−3 
2 × 2= SD4 
2 × ♭3 = SD5 
2 × 3 = SD6 
2 × 4 = SDMaj7 
2 × ♭5 = SD−9 

* 2 × ♭2 = SD−2: This interval is the double axis and should not be confused with the 
equation 2 × ♭2 = SD−3, which literally means 2 × ♭2 intervals either side of, and including 
the axis. This is represented by the following equation: SD♭2 (Double Axis) + ♭2 + ♭2 = 
SD−3. See chapter 2 Figure 2:9 (Coleman’s Spiral 2) for reference. 
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Figure 3:5: Circle Generation Chart. 
The Circle Generation Chart demonstrates the relationship of the CC-Generator’s Axis 
Quality to the resulting available Sonic Diameter measurements and its polar orientation. A 
symmetrical Circle has Positive Symmetrical Polarity and a non-symmetrical Circle has 
Negative Symmetrical Polarity. Note: When measuring SD-Limits, ‘flattened’ intervals are 
represented with a minor sign (−); for example, SD−3 (not SD♭3). Likewise, intervals of a ♯4 
become ‘flattened 5ths’; for example, SD−5. 

CC-Generator 
Sonic Diameter 

Axis 
Quality 

Symmetrical 
Polarity 

Available Circle Sonic Diameter Measurements 
(to a Minor 9th) 

SD1  Odd Positive 1 (1 note)*, Major 2nd, Major 3rd, ♭5, Minor 6th, 
Minor 7th, Octave  

SD−2 Even Negative Minor 2nd, Minor 3rd, Perfect 4th, Perfect 5th, 
Major 6th, Major 7th, Minor 9th 

SD2 Odd Positive Major 2nd, Major 3rd, ♭5, Minor 6th, Minor 7th, 
Octave 

SD−3 Even Negative Minor 3rd, Perfect 4th, Perfect 5th, Major 6th, Major 
7th, Minor 9th 

SD3 Odd Positive Major 3rd, ♭5, Minor 6th, Minor 7th, Octave 

SD4 Even Negative Perfect 4th, Perfect 5th, Major 6th, Major 7th, Minor 
9th. 

SD−5 Odd Positive ♭5, Minor 6th, Minor 7th, Octave 

SD5 Even Negative Perfect 5th, Major 6th, Major 7th, Minor 9th. 

SD−6 Odd Positive Minor 6th, Minor 7th, Octave 

SD6 Even Negative Major 6th, Major 7th, Minor 9th. 

SD−7 Odd Positive Minor 7th, Octave 

SDMaj7 Even Negative Major 7th, Minor 9th. 

* A single axis has an SD1. It has a Sonic Diameter of 1 note. 
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Figure 3:6: Sonic Diameter chart. 
The Sonic Diameter chart demonstrates the terminology used to describe the SD-Limits of 
both Circles and CC-Generators. This chart is restricted to one octave. 

SD Size Interval  Total Circle 
Area 

Total CC-
Generator 
Area 

SD-Limit  Nucleus SD-
Limit (CC-
Generators) 

1 1 = 1 Note 1 1 SD1 SD1 

♭2 Minor 2nd Minor 2nd Minor 2nd SD−2 SD−2 

2 Major 2nd Major 2nd Major 2nd SD2 SD2 

♭3 Minor 3rd Minor 3rd Minor 3rd SD−3 SD−3 

3 Major 3rd Major 3rd Major 3rd SD3 SD3 

4 4th 4th 4th SD4 SD4 

♭5  ♯4   ♯4 ♯4 SD−5 SD−5 

5 5th 5th 5th SD5 SD5 

♭6 Minor 6th Minor 6th Minor 6th SD−6 SD−6 

6 Major 6th Major 6th Major 6th SD6 SD6 

♭7 Minor 7th Minor 7th Minor 7th SD−7 SD−7 

Major7 Major 7th Major 7th Major 7th SD7 SD7 

8 Octave 8th 8th SD8 SD8 

3:2:4 Rule 4: Improvised line is balanced Harmorhythmically either side of the CC-
Generator. 

The task of the improviser is to be able to create harmonic lines that are rhythmically 

balanced either side of the CC-Generator. A Circle with harmonic material which is 

rhythmically distributed equally on each side of the CC-Generator will have what I call 

Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity. In order to explain its importance, how it is realised, 

and how it functions in Circle-Cloud Theory, I will define the following terms and concepts: 

Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity, Magnetism, Harmorhythm and Harmorhythymic Switch Points. 

In doing so I will show how Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity is achieved and how it 

justifies what I am doing musically with Circle-Cloud Theory. I will then validate my theory 

by demonstrating how Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity is founded in established 

principles of rhythmic and harmonic balance existing in traditional bebop jazz language, 

having interlinked harmonic and rhythmic resolutions on the ‘strong’ beats in the bar. 
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3:2:4:1 Magnetism, Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity and Harmorhythmic Switch 
Points 

Magnetism is a force that exists in two states – positive or negative – and will either attract 

(positive–negative, or negative–positive) or repel (negative–negative, positive–positive). In 

Circle-Cloud Theory, each bar, or rhythmic grouping, is divided into two ‘Rhythmic-

Magnetic’ polar categories: the positive ‘zone’, and the negative ‘zone’. Rhythmic material in 

the Positive Zone has a positive ‘charge’, and rhythmic material in the Negative Zone has a 

negative charge. 

Figure 3:7: Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity in constant time. 

 

All harmonic material is positive. When harmonic material is in motion, it becomes rhythmic, 

and is ‘married’ to rhythm, hence the terms ‘Harmorhythmic’ and ‘Harmorhythm’. 

Harmorhythmic material (harmony joined to rhythm) ‘takes on’ the positive ‘charge’ from 

the harmonic material. Therefore, all Harmorhythmic material (having a positive charge) is 

‘repelled-from’ when in the Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone, but ‘attracted-to’ when in the 

Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone. The rhythmic dividing points at which the polarity 

changes from positive to negative are called the Harmorhythmic Switch Points, seen in 

Figure 3:7 (above) and Figure 3:8 (below). At the Harmorhythmic Switch Points, the 

Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity ‘switches’ from positive to negative or vice versa. In Figure 3:8, 

I use the example of V–I movements (dominant-tonic) to illustrate the effect of magnetism on 

Harmorhythmic Polarity in 4/4 time. Here we see that the dominant chord (by its nature 

positive) is repelled in the Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone (creating ‘tension’) but 

attracted to the Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone (as the I Major) resulting in ‘release’.101 

The Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone occurs on beats 1 and 2, and the Negative Rhythmic-

                                                
101 The V and the I chords become rhythmic tension and release points, and what we call ‘tonal harmony’ could 
be called ‘rhythmic harmony’.  
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Magnetic Zone on beats 3 and 4. In bars 1 and 2 of Figure 3:8, the switch points are beats 1 

and 3; however, they do not always need to divide the bar evenly. This depends on how the 

composer, improviser or musicians choose to group the rhythms. Some options include 

‘feeling it in 2’, resulting in a full bar of positive followed by a full bar of negative (bars 3 

and 4), or applying varied ‘clave’ rhythms to some ‘time feels’ or ‘grooves’ in order to 

change where the switch point may fall (demonstrated in Figure 3:9C, and 3:9D). 

Figure 3:8: Magnetism and Harmorhythmic Polarity. 
The positive (+) Rhythmic-Magnetic polar zones are coloured red, and the negative (−) 
Rhythmic-Magnetic polar zones are coloured in blue. All Harmorhythmic material is positive 
and is repelled (causing tension) when in the Positive Zone (+ +) and attracted (causing 
resolution) when in the Negative Zone (+ −). 

 

The improviser may also want to anticipate or delay the switch points to create tension and 

interest. In odd time metres, the switch points are usually not at the mathematical centre of 

the bar. For example, 5/8 may be grouped in many ways, including the following: 1 2-1 2 3 

(positive–negative) or 1 2 3-1 2 (positive–negative). 7/8 time is often grouped 1 2-1 2-1 2 3 

(positive, positive–negative) but also could be grouped 1 2 3-1 2-1 2 (positive–negative–
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negative) or 1 2-1 2 3-1 2 (positive–positive–negative, or positive–negative–negative). Figure 

3:9 shows common groupings in 3/4, 4/4, 5/4 and 7/4 time. 

Figure 3:9: Common positive and negative Harmorhythmic Switch Point divisions: 3/4, 
4/4, 5/4, 7/4 and 7/8 time signatures. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

In Figure 3:10 we can see that the Harmorhythmic material is balanced either side of the CC-

Generator in both the Positive and the Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic zones. The harmonic 

material is firstly generated following the directions outlined in Rule 2 (with the available 
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notes determined by the Axis Quality, balanced either side of the CC-Generator, represented 

by the blue and red arrows). When in motion, as Harmorhythmic material (harmony joined to 

rhythm), it is then rhythmically balanced between the Positive and Negative Rhythmic-

Magnetic Zones (represented by the yellow arrows). This results in musical material that has 

Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity; that is, harmonically balanced around the CC-

Generator, and Harmorhythmically balanced between the Positive and Negative Rhythmic-

Magnetic Zones. 

Figure 3:10: Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity in 4/4 time. 
Red Arrows = Harmorhythmic material is generated in the Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone 
Blue Arrows = Harmorhythmic material is generated in the Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic 
Zone 
Yellow Arrows = Harmorhythmic material is rhythmically balanced between the Positive and 
Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Zones. 

 

To demonstrate the principle of Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity in my teaching practice, I often 

choose a standard jazz recording in 4/4 time (at random) and ‘count’ with the class on beats 1 

and 3. Generally the improviser will be highlighting chord-tone notes on these beats, 

sometimes using syncopation to anticipate or delay the resolution for effect. Figure 3:11 

shows a transcription of saxophonist Sonny Stitt’s improvisation on the jazz standard ‘Just 

You Just Me’ by Jesse Greer. Stitt is clearly resolving to important chord tones on the 

Harmorhythmic Switch Points (beats 1 and 3), with beats 1 and 2 accommodating other ‘less 

important’ diatonic and chromatic notes. You can see that the melody also aligns itself on the 

Harmorhythmic Switch Points. 
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Figure 3:11: Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity in the jazz standard ‘Just You Just Me’. 
Saxophone solo: Sonny Stitt. Composer: Jesse Greer 

       

 

In my composition ‘Black Chook Rising’, the guitar melody is written using the Type A 

approach. The bass melody was written using chord-scale theory. The theoretical concept of 

Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity is compatible with both chord-scale theory and Circle-Cloud 

Theory, with harmonic material from both approaches resolving to Harmorhythmic Switch 

Points, as shown in Figure 3:12. 
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Figure 3:12: Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity: ‘Black Chook Rising’, bars 20–30. 
Key:     Coloured boxes indicate SD-Limit groupings 

  

 
 

 

 

We can see that the Harmorhythmic Switch Points occur both on standards (existing 

harmonic material), and new harmonic material generated in Circle-Cloud Theory. 

Establishing the fact that standard jazz and popular music (and all constant time ‘classical’ 

music for that matter) share the same Harmorhythmic Switch Points (and therefore share the 

same Rhythmic-Polarity Zones), we can justify using Circle-Cloud Theory as a viable 

alternate for generating harmonic material other than chord-scale theory. In addition to this, 

we can justify using Circle-Cloud Theory to improvise over standard chord progressions (or 

to reharmonise standard chord progressions). When improvising with Circle-Cloud Theory 

over a standard, the improviser will resolve to the same harmonic switch points sympathetic 
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to the harmonic rhythm of the standard, just as a traditional jazz player would.102 The 

difference is simply that the generation process for the harmonic material changes. 

3:2:5 Rule 5: Using the Type A approach, the CC-Generator is included in 
improvised line. 

Using this approach, improvised line (generated either side of the CC-Generator), includes 

the notes of the CC-Generator. Type A improvisation is only relevant when dealing with A-

Generators (one note, single axis) or N-Generators with SD−2 (two note, double axis). The 

reason for this is that all intervals are generated from a single or double axis, resulting in 

symmetrical or non-symmetrical intervals. Intervals greater than a minor 2nd will fall into 

either of these two categories. Therefore, using this approach, a CC-Generator with an SD−3 

or more would become redundant. 

3:2:6 Rule 6: Using the Type B approach, harmonic material is generated around 
(but not including) the CC-Generator. 

Using this approach, the notes that make up the CC-Generator are not included in improvised 

line, except when in the Secondary Generation Area. If, for example, the note B acts as an A-

Generator, it is excluded from the improvised line unless it is an octave or more away 

(Secondary Generation Area). Likewise, if the notes B–B♭–A constitute an N-Generator, 

these notes will be excluded from the improvised line unless they are an octave or more away 

(Secondary Generation Area). 

3:2:6:1 More on the N-Generator 

Unlike the A-Generator, which has a single axis and will only produce symmetrical intervals, 

the N-Generator can have a much larger SD-Limit (consisting of any number of notes greater 

than 1) producing either symmetrical or non-symmetrical intervals. Once the SD-Limit is 

greater than SD−2 (a double axis), Type B improvisation is the only option to be used in 

harmonic generation.103 As defined in Rule 6, using the Type B approach, improvised line 

                                                
102 I like to call these resolutions ‘sympathetic’ resolutions. See Rule 10 later in this chapter for more detail.  
103 I will explain the reason for this using the example of an N-Generator SD3 between the notes G and B, 
consisting of the following five chromatic notes: G, A♭, A, B♭, B. Hypothetically, if an improviser ‘decided’ to 
use the Type A approach, the N-Generator would cease to function as an N-Generator. There would be no 
resulting difference in harmonic generation between an N-Generator SD3, or an A-Generator because the 
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cannot include notes from the N-Generator. This restriction limits what notes can be used or 

cannot be used (depending on the N-Generator SD-Limit). It is a new approach to creating 

improvised line. Figures 3:14 and 3:15 show the available symmetrical and non-symmetrical 

note choices for creating harmonic material using N-Generators in the primary generation 

zone. 

The concept of the N-Generator was primarily inspired by the workings of an atom, which 

has at its core (‘within its SD-Limits’) a nucleus, consisting of protons and neutrons. 

Electrons (improvised line) ‘circle’ the nucleus, but the protons and neutrons are not included 

in the ‘improvised line’. We may also compare the N-Generator to our sun (see Figure 3:13). 

The gravitational pull of the sun reaches ‘out’ from its ‘SD-Limit’ (the chromosphere). 

Planets and asteroids (harmonic material) orbit the sun (N-Generator), with their orbital limit 

acting as our Circle SD. The core of the sun is our axis or double axis. The laws of physics 

dictate that planets and asteroids (harmonic material) orbit around the chromosphere of the 

sun. Likewise, using the Type B approach, harmonic material occurs around the N-Generator. 

Figure 3:13: Type B improvisation using the sun as a model. 

 

                                                
Type B approach includes the notes in the generator in the resulting harmonic output. Therefore, we can 
conclude that the N-Generator is defined by its function. 
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3:2:6:2 Type B Approach: Symmetrical and Non-Symmetrical Interval 
Generation 

Using the Type B approach the improviser cannot use notes from the CC-Generator in 

improvisation. Figure 3:14 and Figure 3:15 demonstrate available and excluded notes using 

the example of a Circle SD8 (3:14), and SD−9 Circle (3:15). 

Using Figure 3:14 (below), we can see all available symmetrical CC-Generators within an 

SD8, their respective Nucleus SD size, interval size and the Total Generation Area. We can 

also see all available intervals and notes at the improviser’s disposal and what notes or 

intervals are to be excluded using the Type B approach. 

Figure 3:14: Type B approach: Available symmetrical CC-Generators within a Circle 
SD8, Floor B, showing available and excluded notes. 

CC-Generators that 
Generate Symmetrical 
Intervals 

B  B–D♭ B–E♭ B–F B–G B–A B–B 

CC-Generator Type  
N = N-Generator 
A = A-Generator 

A N N N N N N 

Nucleus Size  SD1 SD2  SD3  SD♭5 SD♭6  SD♭7 SD8 

Interval Quality 1  Maj2 Maj3 ♭5 Min6 Min7 Per8 

Total Generation Area 
(CC-Generators) 

1 Maj2 Maj3 ♭5 Min6 Min7 Per8 

Available Notes Remaining 
in Circle (SD 8) 
These can be used in 
improvisation and are 
ordered as symmetrical 
intervallic pairs as they 
would appear either side of 
the B axis 

B♭–C 
A–D♭ 
A♭–D 
G–E♭ 
G♭–E 
F–F 

B♭–D 
A–E♭ 
A♭–E 
G–F 
G♭–G♭ 

B♭–E 
A–F 
A♭–F♯ 
G–G 

B♭–F♯ 
A–G 
A♭–A♭ 

B♭–A♭ 
A–A 

B♭–B♭ 0 

Excluded Notes 
These notes are excluded 
from use in improvisation. 
Note the presence of the 
Whole-Tone scales. 

B  B–C 
D♭ 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭ 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
G 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
G–A♭ 
A 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
G–A♭ 
A–B♭ 
B 

 

Using Figure 3:15 (below) we can see all available non-symmetrical CC-Generators within 

an SD−9, their respective Nucleus SDs, interval size and the Total Generation Area. We can 
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also see all available intervals and notes at the improviser’s disposal, and what notes or 

intervals are to be excluded. 

Figure 3:15: Type B approach: Available non-symmetrical CC-Generators (within an 
SD−9, Floor B), including available and excluded notes. 

CC-Generators that Generate 
Non-Symmetrical Intervals 

B–C  B–D B–E B–G♭ B–A♭ B–B♭ B–C 

CC-Generator Type  
N = N-Generator 
A = A-Generator 

A N N N N N N 

Nucleus SD Size  SD−2 SD−3  SD4 SD5  SD6  SD7 SD−9 

Interval Quality Min2  Min3 Per4 Per5 Maj6 Maj7 Min9 

Total Generation Area (CC-
Generators) 

Min2 Min3 Per4 5th Maj6 Maj7 ♭9 

Available Notes Remaining in 
Circle (SD−9) 
These can be used in 
improvisation and are ordered as 
symmetrical intervallic pairs as 
they would appear either side of 
the B axis. 

12 
Notes 
B♭–D♭ 
A–D 
A♭–E♭ 
G–E 
G♭–F 
F–G♭ 

10 
Notes 
B♭–E♭ 
A–E 
A♭–F 
G–G♭ 
G♭–G 

8 Notes 
B♭–F 
A–G♭ 
A♭–G 
G–A♭ 

6 Notes 
B♭–G 
A–A♭ 
A♭–A 

4 Notes 
B♭–A 
A–B♭ 

2 
Notes 
B♭–B 

0 

Excluded Note Pairs 
Ordered chromatically 
ascending: Once again we 
produce whole-tone scales. 

B–C B–C 
D♭–D 
 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
G–A♭ 
 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
G–A♭ 
A–B♭ 
 

B–C 
D♭–D 
E♭–E 
F–G♭ 
G–A♭ 
A–B♭ 
B–C 

3:2:6:3 Reasons I Favour the Type B Approach for Improvisation and 
Composition 

I am a visual improviser and I often imagine the musical shapes that I play. For example, 

when I improvise, I can think of the planets circling the sun, but here the planets are my 

notes, and the sun my N-Generator. The planets orbit the sun, but are not the sun, nor can the 

sun function as a planet. Similarly, the image of an atom with its circling electrons, orbiting 

but not touching the nucleus, excites the imagination. Secondly, limited by not being able to 

incorporate harmonic material (from within the N-Generator) in musical line helps the 

composer to arrive at some unique note choices and pathways that they otherwise may not 

have explored. For example, Figure 3:16 shows a symmetrical Circle with a B♭ axis. It has an 

N-Generator of SD2, which consists of the following three tones: B, B♭, A. The Sonic 
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Diameter of the Circle (in red) is SD−5. The available notes are C♯, C and A♭, G.104 These 

notes are then used to create the composition ‘Type B Bliss’ (Figure 3:17 below). 

Figure 3:16: N-Generator SD2, Circle SD5. Type B approach. 

 

                                                
104 Note: I have included all the symmetrical intervals to E. These increase exponentially. The larger the Sonic 
Diameter, the more harmonic options, and inversely, the smaller the N-Generator, the less options available. 
Once outside of the primary generation zone you can then use all the intervals in your composition or 
improvisation regardless of the approach used. 
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Figure 3:17: ‘Type B Bliss’. 
‘Type B Bliss’ is composed using Type B approach, Axis B♭, N-Generator SD2 (notes B, 
B♭, A) as illustrated in Figure 3:16. 

 

When composing ‘Type B Bliss’, only the notes generated from the Circle (illustrated in 

Figure 3:16) were used; however, as with traditional bebop playing, chromatic notes could 

potentially also be added on the weak beats (that is, between the Harmorhythmic Switch 

Points) to create variation. These chromatic notes would function to ‘lead’ to the target 

generated notes D♭, C, A♭, G. 

3:2:7 Rule 7: The mathematical centre of an odd-numbered CC-Generator will be a 
single axis. 

This rule is demonstrated in Figure 3:17 ‘Type B Bliss’ (above). Looking at the N-Generator 

(SD2), we see that it consists of the notes B–B♭–A, with axis B♭ nestled between notes B and 

A. All odd-numbered CC-Generators have at their heart a single axis. They will generate 

symmetrical intervals and give the Circle Positive Symmetrical Polarity. 

3:2:8 Rule 8: The mathematical centre of an even-numbered nucleus will be a two-
note double axis, giving the Circle Negative Symmetrical Polarity. 

This rule is demonstrated in Figure 3:18 (below). Here we have an N-Generator SD−2, 

consisting of the notes B♭ and A, which combine to form the double axis B♭–A. Counting up 

and down in semitones either side of the N-Generator we can see that all even-numbered N-

Generators have at their heart a double axis. They will generate non-symmetrical intervals 

and give the Circle Negative Symmetrical Polarity. 
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Figure 3:18: An N-Generator SD5 has a double axis and produces non-symmetrical 
intervals Circle, SD-Limit major7, N-Generator SD5, double axis B♭–A. 

 

3:2:9 Rule 9: Circles are autonomous and can function in any musical context. 
Therefore, chords occurring in functional or non-functional harmony can be 
reharmonised as Circles. 

Because a Circle will have Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity, it can be a valid 

substitution or reharmonisation for any chord or tonal centre in any piece of music. 

Essentially this means that any chord or tonality can be reharmonised with a Circle. The 

improviser will determine the Circle SD-Limit and axis position (that is, where in harmonic 

space the axis or double axis occurs) ‘in the moment’, depending on what they want to 

achieve musically. Circle reharmonisations do not need to have any relation to each other 

(though they can). In Figure 3:19, I reharmonise four bars of Jerome Kerns ‘All the Things 

You Are’ by substituting the chord changes with Circles. 

Figure 3:19: Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation, bars 1–4 of ‘All the Things You Are’ using 
various CC-Generators. 

  

Figure 3:19 demonstrates Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation in the following ways: 

• F7: Reharmonised with a Circle SD6 centred around axis points B and B♭ (N-

Generator SD−2) 

• B♭7: Reharmonised with a Circle SD7 centred around axis point C (A-Generator) 
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• E♭Maj7: Reharmonised with a Circle SD8 centred around axis point D♭ (A-

Generator) 

• A♭Maj7: Reharmonised with a Circle SD−9 centred around axis points C (A-

Generator) 

Using Circle-Cloud Theory improvisation would occur within the SD-Limits of the CC-

Generators using either the Type A or the Type B approach.105 

In recital 3 we demonstrated Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation through the performance of my 

composition ‘The Thing’, based on ‘All the Things You Are’. As a band we approached 

Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation by ‘singing’ (in our heads) the melody, bass movement and 

harmony, while at the same time creating sympathetic Circle movements (or 

‘changes’).These both acknowledged the contour of the tune and also the Circles that were 

being created by the other band members. This is discussed with more detail in chapter 4. 

3:2:9:1 Circle Autonomy and Circle Pathways 

A Circle can exist anywhere on a musical canvas. It can be ‘played’ (or placed) against the 

context of any chord, time signature, feel or rhythm, at the discretion of the improviser. It can 

also be used as a chord substitute. To use an analogy: If an apple looks ‘good’ (fresh, un-

blemished, crisp), it will look ‘good’ placed beside a fridge, a cat, a tree or a car. If the apple 

is rotten, it will likewise look rotten beside a fridge, a cat, a tree or a car. In Circle-Cloud 

Theory, I work on the premise that, like the apple, if a Circle has Harmorhythmic 

Symmetrical Integrity, it can function in the context of any musical canvas – in other words, 

a Circle can be ‘played’ over any harmonic or rhythmic context.106 On the other hand, if a 

musical phrase does not have Harmorhythmic Symmetrical Integrity, it will not function or 

‘work’ against any backdrop, chord or texture.107 Like a rotten apple, it will not matter where 

it appears, the result will be the same. The critical point is that a Circle (like the good apple) 

can exist anywhere in sonic or rhythmic space. In other words, you can potentially create a 

Circle over any chord quality, in any octave range, with any Sonic Diameter, in any time 

                                                
105 The application of ‘existing harmonic material’ to Circle SD-Limits would be legitimate here also. This will 
be discussed in more detail in part 2 of this chapter. 
106 Evenness of tone and intonation add to the functionality and ‘usefulness’ of the Circle but are not critical. 
107 A Circle has rhythmic and harmonic (Harmorhythmic) balance and is ‘complete’. There is no such thing as 
an ‘incomplete Circle’.  
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signature and with any tempo that you choose. However, creativity and musical taste will 

determine the ‘where’, ‘what’ and ‘when’. Figure 3:20 below demonstrates what I call ‘Circle 

Autonomy’. Here I present five possible pathways through the first 8 bars of the classic jazz 

standard ‘Autumn Leaves’, followed by commentary.108 

Figure 3:20: Circle autonomy and Circle pathways: ‘Autumn Leaves’, bars 1–8. 

 

Circle Pathway 1: Circles with similar-sized Sonic Diameters. Each Circle effectively acts 

as a reharmonisation of each ‘chord of the moment’. On each chord change, the Circle 

changes its axis to reflect the changing chord progression, effectively following the shape of 

the chord progression but keeping a similar or equal SD-Limit. 

Circle Pathway 2: Circles with different-sized Sonic Diameters. Each Circle effectively 

acts as a reharmonisation of each chord of the moment. On each chord change, the Circle 

changes its axis to reference or ‘acknowledge’ the changing chord progression. It does not 

necessarily follow the intervallic direction of the chord movement. The SD-Limit varies 

between Circles. 

Circle Pathway 3: Circles with different-sized Sonic Diameters. These Circles do not 

follow the shape of the chord progression, and do not necessarily change axis to acknowledge 

each chord change. In this example there are four Circles that represent seven chord changes. 

                                                
108 The correct title is actually ‘Les Feuilles Mortes’ (composer: Joseph Kosma). The literal translation in 
English is ‘Dead Leaves’; however, ‘Autumn Leaves’ has a bit more of a ring to it. 
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Circle Pathway 4: Bandwidth Improvisation. Using this approach, the Circle SD-Limits 

change little for the entire duration of the chord sequence. With little or no change to the 

Circle, this restriction forces the improviser to use all their creativity to maintain interest. 

Tension and release is actioned within the Circle, contrasting with the ever-changing 

harmonic and rhythmic environment of the chord progression. 

Circle Pathway 5: This pathway is similar to pathway 3; however, here there are only three 

axis points to represent the seven chord changes. In this example the Sonic Diameters are 

relatively consistent until the final A7 chord. Here the Sonic Diameter is reduced. 

3:2:9:2 Connecting Circles through Voice Leading 

We have established the fact that a Circle is autonomous and that successive Circles do not 

need to be related to each other, or harmonically connected. It is, however, possible to ‘voice 

lead’ from one Circle to the next in a similar fashion to how jazz players would connect 

chord progressions using ‘guide’ tones (voice leading ‘tones’). When doing this, the 

improviser may imagine each Circle’s axis to be voice-leading to a new axis close by. For 

example, in Figure 3:20 ‘Autumn Leaves’ Pathway 1, we can imagine the improviser creating 

Circles that not only voice-lead nicely from one Circle to the next but also follow the contour 

of the original chord progression. 

3:2:10 Rule 10: Existing harmonic material can be applied and developed in Circles. 

A Circle can either generate harmonic material from the CC-Generator, or its environment 

can be used for the development of existing harmonic material or existing improvisational 

theories within the CC-Limits. This rule in explained in more detail in Part 2 of this chapter. 

3:3 Part 2: Further Creative Application Using Circle-Cloud Theory 

This section discusses further creative uses for Circles for both the generation of harmonic 

material and the application of existing material to Circle restrictions. 

3:3:1 Micro-Circles 

If the Sonic Diameter allows, one may create ‘Micro-Circles’, which essentially are ‘Circles 

within Circles’. In composition this can be very effective, giving the composer another 

perspective in which to create new music. 
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Figure 3:21 illustrates a Circle SD−9 with an N-Generator SD−2 (notes G–F♯). It has two 

Micro-Circles which each have their own ‘sub’ generators. A Sub Generator is a ‘lesser’ 

generator (other than the CC-Generator) that occurs inside the Circle SD-Limit and generates 

a Micro-Circle. In this example, the top Micro-Circle (MC-1 Red) has a Sub N-Generator 

SD−2, Double Axis B–B♭. The bottom Micro-Circle (MC-2 Black) has Sub N-Generator 

SD−2, Double Axis E♭–D. Both Micro-Circles are SD4, and the ‘total’ Circle SD-Limit is 

SD−9. There are many possible creative applications for this approach. For example, the 

composer may choose to assign MC-1 Red as voice-1, and MC-2 Black as voice-2, allocating 

each Micro-Circle to a different instrument. Alternatively, they might create melodic line 

inside MC-1 Red, and harmonic material within MC-2 Black, or vice versa. 

Figure 3:21: Micro-Circles. 
MC-1 Red (top) and MC-2 Black (bottom). These exist, and function in the macro-
environment of a Circle SD−9 N-Generator SD−2. 

 

We can expand on this concept and treat each of the notes that makes up the CC-Generator as 

individual A-Generators. Through this lens you could then treat a two-note N-Generator 

(consisting for example of notes G and F♯) as two separate A-Generators in close 

proximity.109 The resulting harmonic material may be dense, but there are creative ways to 

deal with this. For example, one could: 

                                                
109 The idea of multiple Circles existing on the same ‘canvas’ at the same point in time was initially explored in 
recital 1 with my composition “Circles and Clouds”. I have developed this concept further in subsequent recitals 
with the notable example of my composition “The Thing”, which reharmonises the original chord-changes with 
Circle-Cloud substitutions played simultaneously on bass, saxophone and guitar. At any given time, there are 
likely to be three different Circle-Cloud substitutions existing in the same harmonic space. This is discussed in 
depth in chapter 4. 
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• Assign the A-Generators to a different instrument (for example, allocating the A-

Generator note G to a flute and the A-Generator note F♯ to a saxophone). 

• Change the octave of one of the A-Generators. 

• Write a slow, sparse composition, or simply enjoy the tension created at any speed. 

• Assign one Circle to generate in the Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone (that is, to 

only ‘operate’ on beats 1 and 2 in 4/4 time) and the other to generate in the Negative 

Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone (that is, to operate only on beats 3 and 4 in 4/4 time); 

effectively switching between the two Circles every two beats.110 

• Alternate between Type A approach and Type B approach and vary the SD-Limits. 

For example (again using the example of the G and F♯ A-Generators), the composer 

could apply Type A improvisation to the A-Generator G with a smaller SD-Limit, and 

apply Type B improvisation for the A-Generator F♯ using a larger SD-Limit. The 

creative possibilities are endless. 

3:3:1:1 Using Existing Melodic Material as Axes 

The composer may create a series of axes that may relate to each in some way. For example, 

they could create a 12-tone row and make each note from the row a type of axis, or ‘convert’ 

existing melody into axis. In Figure 3:22 I have used each note from bars 1–2 of my 

composition ‘Chook Empathy’ as axis points for the generation of new harmonic material. 

The 2-bar phrase was generated using the Type A approach, Circle SD3. The note G is the 

Circle Ceiling, and the note E♭ is the Circle Floor. The A-Generator is the note F. Figure 3:22 

shows the original phrase. Figure 3:23 shows the note sequence derived from Figure 3:22, 

and Figure 3:24 shows how I have created CC-Generators from the sequence and composed a 

new melody. 

                                                
110 I have used this technique a lot in my practice and performance with good results. In effect, it could be 
compared to what is known in jazz as ‘sidestepping’, where one transposes the line up or down, usually by half-
tone movement. When using this technique, I imagine the CC-Generator moving up or down a half-tone and 
shift my harmonic centre accordingly. Alternatively, I might treat an even-note non-symmetrical double-axis N-
Generator in a similar way to Coleman’s Spiral 2, with harmonic material generated upwards from the Nucleus 
SD Ceiling and downwards from the Nucleus SD Floor. 
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Figure 3:22: ‘Chook Empathy’, bars 1–2. 

 

Figure 3:23: Note sequence derived from ‘Chook Empathy’, bars 1–2. 

 

Figure 3:24: New composition using ‘Chook Empathy’, bars 1–2 as CC-Generators with 
various SD-Limits. 
Note: When I decided to use a non-symmetrical interval of SD5 (bars 1 and 4), I had the 
option of putting the second axis point (to form a double axis), above or below the subject 
note. In bar 1, I put the second axis note below, and in bar four, above. This is entirely up to 
the composer. 

 

 

3:3:2 Development of Existing Material in Circles 

So far, I have been concerned with the creation of new harmonic material within Circles, 

treating the CC-Generator as existing in absolute conception. However, potentially any 

existing harmonic theory, scale choice or musical ‘raw’ material can be applied and adapted 

to Circle-Cloud Theory. To clarify – I am referring to the application of line that is already 

created – either in telluric adaption or absolute conception. In order to do this, we must adapt 

our approach. 
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In Figure 3:25, I create a Circle-SD8 with an F♯ axis. Normally I would call this an F♯ 

A-Generator; however, in this case the function of the note F♯ is not as a generator. It is 

acting as an axis point or ‘point of reference’ and is at the mathematical centre of the Circle. 

Harmonic material is applied either side of the axis point (but not generated from the axis 

point). Note the direction of the arrows: Harmonic material does not ‘spiral’ outwardly as 

with Type A and Type B approaches. Here I have ‘applied’ the C minor pentatonic scale each 

side of the F♯ axis with an even number of notes either side of the axis (that is, I have split 

the scale evenly each side of an axis). You will notice that the notes in the Positive Zone 

which ascend from the F♯ axis – G, B♭ and C – correspond to the intervals minor 2nd, minor 

3rd, major 2nd. The notes in the Negative Zone which descend from the F♯ axis – F, E♭ and 

C – correspond to the intervals minor 2nd, major 2nd, minor 3rd. They are not symmetrical 

opposites of each other. However, if we look closely, we see that symmetry is nevertheless 

achieved: The total positive intervallic sum – F♯–G, G–B♭, B♭–C – translate to the intervals 

♭2 + ♭3 + 2 = ♭5. The total negative intervallic sum – F♯–F, F–E♭, E♭–C – result in the 

intervals ♭2 + 2 + ♭3 = ♭5. 

It is tempting to conclude that if the quantity of notes either side of the axis are equal, the 

sum intervallic total will also be equal. However, this is not strictly accurate. It does not 

matter how many notes are either side of the axis; the total interval sum found in the Positive 

Zone of a Circle will always be equal to that of the Upward Fundamental SD Interval 

(UFSDI), and the total interval sum found in the Negative Zone of a Circle will always be 

equal to that of the Downward Fundamental SD Interval (DFSDI). Due to the fact that a 

Circle is symmetrical, the UFSDI and DFSDI are always the same interval – in this case ♭5 

(F♯–C).111 

                                                
111 An argument could be made for treating repeated notes as separate intervals to be counted towards the total 
UFSDI or DFSDI; however, I argue that repeated intervals have ‘already been counted’ and do not change the 
tonal nature of their respective positive or negative zones (and resulting UFSDI or DFSDI). This is a similar 
concept to Schoenberg’s 12-tone system, where notes can be repeated – as long as they are in order. What 
repeating notes that occur in the UFSDI or DFDSI will do, is affect the Harmorhythmic Polarity of the Circle. 
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Figure 3:25: Development of existing material within a Circle SD8, axis F♯. 
Application of the C minor pentatonic scale within a Circle. Harmorhythmic balance is 
achieved by using the principles of Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity, which is outlined in Rule 4 
earlier in this chapter. 

 

3:3:3 Creative Application of Negative Harmony in Circles 

Figure 3:26 demonstrates a similar application of ‘existing’ harmonic material that is 

developed within Circles. In this case harmonic material has been generated using the 

Negative Harmony Theory, using the 5th (the note G) as a generator.112 Here we see that the 

negative reflection of C major triad (red, ascending) is G negative major (blue, descending) 

consisting of the notes G–E♭–C. This translates in telluric terms as a C minor triad.113 Here 

the notes E–E♭ are treated as a double axis, but not as an N-Generator because the double 

axis has not generated anything – it has not ‘generated’ the C major and C minor triads; 

rather, they were generated beforehand then applied to a Circle.114 Lines are created using the 

                                                
112 For further explanation refer to Chapter 2 for a theoretical summary of Negative Harmony Theory in its 
current form. 
113 Using this concept, one may treat any triad as existing in absolute conception. Using the 5th as a generator, 
any major triad will have a negative telluric reflection of a minor triad from the same root note. 
114 However, one could choose to treat the E–E♭ double axis as an N-Generator SD−2 and generate more 
harmonic material with Circle-Cloud Theory.  
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existing notes G, E, E♭ and C, balanced around (and including) the double axis. The SD-

Limit is SD5.115 

Figure 3:26: Key of C major, generators C (overtone series) and G (undertone series), 
double axis E–E♭, SD5. 

 

3:3:4 Triadic Application and Generation in Circles 

Here I will discuss three approaches to applying triads to, or generating triads from, Circles. 

Approaches 1 and 2 use the CC-Generator to generate triads for use as building blocks in 

composition.116 Approach 3 applies existing harmonic material to Circle SD restrictions and 

rules. 

Approach 1: In Figure 3:27, the Type A approach is used to generate harmonic material 

from an A-Generator (the note A). The generated material is then grouped into triadic 

categories to be used in composition. 

                                                
115 Of further interest, using this as a model we could argue that any major triad can be combined with its minor 
counterpart (which is essentially the negative-major voiced in telluric terms). 
116 Realistically, using both these approaches in improvisation would likely be too complicated, but with 
practice it would be possible.  
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Figure 3:27: Type A approach, triadic groupings, Circle SD−6, axis A, generator note 
A. 
Note the triad options available when using the Type A approach. It is worth commenting on 
the fact that the Negative Zone produces seven triadic roots and the Positive Zone only two. 

 

Approach 2: In Figure 3:28, the Type B approach is used to generate harmonic material 

from an A-Generator (the note A).The generated material is then grouped into triadic 

categories to be used in composition. We can see here that using the Type B approach limits 

the number of triads available for use. 

Figure 3:28: Type B approach, triadic groupings, Circle SD−6, axis A, generator note A. 
Here we can see triadic options available excluding the CC-Generator following the Type B 
approach. 

 

Both approaches provide many possible applications for composition and improvisation. 

Approach 1 is more limited, with fewer harmonic options available; however, this restriction 
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(the exclusion of the CC-Generator) will give the improviser or composer the opportunity to 

use their creativity to explore triadic groupings and combinations. 

Approach 3: The third and perhaps most fluid approach comes firmly under the category of 

‘application of existing material’ to Circle restrictions. In this approach the improviser seeks 

to apply existing triads within the Circle SD-Limits, balanced around a single or double axis. 

I consider this to be a ‘hybrid’ of two theoretical approaches: It allows for a direct 

superimposition of Garzone’s Triadic Chromatic Concept to the Circle-Cloud environment. 

However, for this to work, SD-Limits greater than SD5 are needed (as an SD5 will only ‘fit’ 

one triad within its parameters). Using a Circle SD8 or larger will afford the improviser more 

options. Figure 3:29 shows the application of minor triads from differing key centres in a 

Circle SD10 to create jazz line. 

Figure 3:29: Application of minor triads in a Circle SD10, Ceiling C, Floor A♭. 

 

These improvisational approaches and examples show what is possible for the creative 

improviser and composer – as reflected in my creative process. My hope in writing this is that 

the reader will be inspired to follow their own creative path in music making. 
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Chapter 4 Practical Applications and General 
Findings 

In this chapter I report on relevant general findings resulting from the practical application of 

Circle-Cloud Theory in my creative practice realised through recitals 1–4. This chapter is 

chronological, ordered as follows: 

4:1 The Importance of GRG67 

4:2 Composition 1 – Circles and Clouds 

The composition and recording process of Circles and Clouds, seven months prior 

to recital 1, was pivotal for the development of my theory and provided the 

groundwork for recitals 1–5. 

4:3 Circle-Cloud Theory Realised through Composition 

4:4 Composition that Facilitates Circle-Cloud Improvisation 

4:5 Recitals 1–3: Circle-Cloud Application to Jazz Standards and ‘Standard’ Chord 

Progressions 

4:6 ‘Dual’ Circle Improvisation: ‘KungFu Alto 

4:7 Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation – ‘The Thing’: Using Circles to Reharmonise 

Existing Chord Sequence 

4:8 Recital 4: Standards: Tune List and Improvisational Approach 

Section 4:7 ‘Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation’ is of particular importance. The use of Circle-

Cloud Reharmonisation to realise ‘The Thing’ tangibly demonstrates what I propose is ‘a 

new approach to jazz improvisation and reharmonisation’. As such, it is a significant outcome 

of my research. Of the utmost importance to the progressive development of my theoretical 

concepts has been my ‘research band’, GRG67, who have tirelessly worked with me over the 

years. 

4:1 The Importance of GRG67 

Early on in my studies I asked the question: How can I develop the theoretical concepts of 

Circle-Cloud Theory in a jazz ensemble? In order to answer this question, I had to first find a 

talented group of musicians who were solidly grounded in traditional chord-scale theory, 

knowledgeable with the jazz tradition, highly capable, and happy to rehearse regularly. 

Fortunately, I found the right musicians and formed my research band, GRG67, featuring 

bassist Mostyn Cole (recitals 1–4), guitarist Mike Howell (recitals 2–4) and drummer Tristan 
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Deck (recitals 2–4).117 In this format we were able to test and develop relevant theoretical 

concepts in composition and improvisation over the six-year period of part-time study. In the 

process, we developed a unique band sound and approach to Circle-Cloud improvisation, 

demonstrated in the recital environment and resulting in the CD publication The Thing 

(Rattle).118 I also found it necessary to continue developing the theoretical concepts over 

several recitals (though each recital had a particular focus or direction). For example, I 

introduced Circle-Cloud improvisation to jazz standards in recital 2, and in each subsequent 

recital have continued to do so. 

4:2 Composition 1 – Circles and Clouds 

This composition was written in December 2013 and represented a milestone in my early 

research. At the time I was exploring the application of chromaticism (as defined by Steve 

Coleman) around given axis points. 

While on the approach to Sydney Airport (to make my album Hip Flask 2) I decided to write 

a composition as simple and childlike as possible. I wanted the band to conceptualise the 

music in a pictorial manner; that is, free from music notation. I had the idea that mental 

images resulting from interpretation of symbols and pictures would help put the improviser in 

a creative state of mind. In the introduction, members were given a symbol representing their 

instrument. Wherever that symbol was placed, they were instructed to play ‘revolving 

chromaticism’, no more than a 3rd or 4th in diameter ‘around’ the symbol in the area that it 

occupied on the stave. For example, in Figure 4:1, bar 1, the saxophone is instructed to play a 

‘Circle’ (represented by a triangle!) centred around the note D. In bar 9, the full band are 

playing Circles simultaneously in different registers. In writing the ‘melody’ (from bar 23), I 

drew pictures of Circles and Clouds to fit a rhythm that I felt matched childhood playground 

chants such as ‘Ring-a Ring of Posies’ and ‘I’m the King of the Castle’. I gave my band 

instructions that a Circle would loosely represent note F, and a Cloud the note A♭ – an 

interval of a minor 3rd.119 

                                                
117 For recital 1, I performed with long-time collaborators of mine, Reuben Bradley and Mostyn Cole (who 
subsequently performed in all recitals), augmented by pianist Miles Crayford.  
118 The Thing was predominantly a live recording of recital 3. 
119 I was influenced by an educational book series written by Stuart Manins entitled Music Stories for Juniors, 
and in particular his notion that children predominantly sing chants or taunts using minor 3rd intervals. Stuart 
Manins, Music Stories for Juniors (Auckland: S. M. Books, 1987–2000). 
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Figure 4:1: ‘Circles and Clouds’. 
Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gh1gU3APdu4 
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Figure 4:2: ‘Circle and Clouds’, original handwritten score. 

 

4:2:1 Improvisation: Early ‘Circles and Clouds’ 

In the introduction we improvised Circles: that is, slow(er) moving harmonic material loosely 

contained within the Sonic Diameters of no more than a 3rd or a 4th. In the solo section (bars 

22–37) I improvised Clouds of very fast-moving chromaticism. I was thinking of creating 

visually, through music, images of clouds on the musical canvas. I ‘placed’ the Clouds in 

certain areas of sonic space and varied the Sonic Diameters to reflect the musical landscape 

that was being created by the band members. I linked each Circle to the next by playing blues 

licks to reflect the minor 3rd melodic movements in the tune, and melodic material diatonic 

to the key of F minor as implied by the bass line. Figure 4:3 demonstrates a Cloud 

‘formation’ from the track ‘Circles and Clouds’ released on my album Hip Flask 2 (Rattle). 
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Until the last six notes, the Sonic Diameter is contained within the interval of a minor 6th 

with a sonic range from the note D (above middle C) to the note B♭. 

Figure 4:3: Cloud improvisation on ‘Circles and Clouds’ from 4:03 min. 
Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gh1gU3APdu4 

 

During mixing and preparation for CD release I had the opportunity to listen to this recording 

many times. This process helped me to realise that using both Circles and Clouds in 

composition and improvising could obtain excellent results.120 Seven months later, on August 

16, 2016, I performed recital 1 featuring ‘Circles and Clouds’ alongside other new works that 

utilised improvisational and compositional concepts relevant to my developing theory. 

Because I developed my compositional and improvisational concepts throughout all of my 

recitals, I will, in the ensuing chapter, discuss topics of interest under general headings, 

drawing examples from several recitals (if necessary) rather than an analysis of each recital. 

                                                
120 Reviewer Graham Reid said of ‘Circles and Clouds’: “As a centrepiece on the album it is quite an 
extraordinary work and you could be daring and suggest it might only have been possible from players who 
grew up as part of the rock generation. It has a menacing muscularity and when Hunter starts getting more and 
more prominent it threatens to tear itself apart … or at least your frontal lobe off.” Graham Reid, “Hip Flask: 
Hip Flask2 (Rattle Jazz),” Elsewhere, October 17, 2014, https://www.elsewhere.co.nz/jazz/6620/hip-flask-hip-
flask2-rattle-jazz/. 
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4:3 Circle-Cloud Theory Realised through Composition 

4:3:1 Composition No. 1: ‘10:15’: Type A and Type B Approach 

This tune is written using both Type A and Type B approaches, using separate Circles for the 

melody and bass lines. The melody (top line, bars 1–8) is generated using the Type A 

approach and is contained within an interval of a 4th (Circle SD4). The Ceiling is the note E 

and the Floor is the note B. The double axis N-Generator consists of the notes D–D♭ and has 

a negative Axis Quality. Both notes are used in the melody. The bass line is generated using 

the Type B approach and is contained within an interval of a ♭5 (Circle SD−5). The Ceiling is 

the note B and the Floor is the note F. The A-Generator is the note A♭, has a positive Axis 

Quality, and is not used (or available) in line generation. From bars 9–16 the bass line is 

simply transposed down a minor 3rd. The soloist has the choice of improvising within the 

same SD-Limits as the melody or bass line, or creating new Circles in different areas of sonic 

space (using different CC-Generators of their choosing). As is the case with all Circle-Cloud 

improvisation, they may choose to use the Type A or the Type B approach to create their 

improvised line.121 They also may play diatonic to the perceived key centre – in this case it 

sounds loosely in the key of B major. 

                                                
121 This means effectively including (Type A) or excluding (Type B) the CC-Generator in the first octave of 
improvisation above and below the CC-Generator. This is explained fully in chapter 3. 
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Figure 4:4: ‘10:15’. 

 

4:3:2 Composition No. 2: ‘Chook Empathy’. Using SD-Limits SD3 and SD4. 

‘Chook Empathy’ was performed in recital 2. In section A, the melody line (Figure 4:5A, 

top) is created using two alternating Circles: Circle SD3 and Circle SD4. The bass ostinato is 

repeated every 6 bars and is written using a Circle SD3 (bars 1–5) followed by a 1-bar answer 

phrase in 2/4 time. This is written using a Circle SD1 (Bar 6). In this case the two Circles 

radiate out consonant tonality with bars 1–5 creating an E minor sound, and bar 6 (the note 

B) acting as a temporary B7 dominant. 
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Figure 4:5A: ‘Chook Empathy’, Section A. 

 

4:3:2:1 ‘Chook Empathy’, Section D 

In section D the melody and bass ostinato are generated from two Circles, both with SD3.122 

Circle A occurs between the notes B and D♯. Circle B occurs between the notes A and C♯. 

The melody uses harmonic material generated from Circle A and Circle B as they occur, and 

the ostinato bass line only uses harmonic material generated from Circle A. 

                                                
122 Note: Sections B and C are all variations on section A, and it is not necessary to discuss them here. 
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Figure 4:5B: ‘Chook Empathy’, Section D. 

 

4:3:3 Composition No. 3: ‘Model 22, 2s and 3s’: Type A, Type B Approach, Eighth 
Note to Triplet Conversion 

Like composition No. 1, this tune uses both Type A and Type B approaches for the 

generation of harmonic material. Bars 1–7 of the melody are generated using the Type A 

approach and is a Circle SD−3. Bar 8 is also generated using the Type A approach and is a 

Circle SD6. The ostinato bass line is generated using the Type B approach and is a Circle 
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SD4. Note how the bass line does not include the N-Generator double axis F–E. It is repeated 

for the entire composition. 

Figure 4:6: ‘Model 22, 2s and 3s’, section A, bars 1–8. 

Section B (bars 33–40) is generated using the Type A approach within a Circle SD3. 

Figure 4:7: ‘Model 22, 2s and 3s’, section B, bars 33–40. 
In Figures 4:7 and 4:8, Harmorhythmic Switch Points are indicated by Red (+) and Blue (−) 
Arrows. 
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4:3:3:1 Eighth Note to Triplet Conversion 

‘Model 22, 2s and 3s’ also demonstrates the application of triplet ‘Conversion’. This process 

uses the compositional technique of diminution to decrease the rhythmic value of a given 

eighth note sequence, converting it into triplets. This is demonstrated in Figure 4:7 (bars 35 

and 36). Here the eighth note sequence, consisting of the notes D–E♭–G♭–E♭–E–E♭–D (bar 

35) is rhythmically converted to triplets occurring in the same order D–E♭–G♭–E♭–E–E♭–D 

(bar 36). The Conversion process causes some of the notes of the musical phrase to line up on 

different Harmorhythmic Switch Points. The resulting variation helps create interest inside 

the sonically restricted Circle SD-Limit. 

When the triplets are reorganised as groups of fours, they can create their own seemingly 

superimposed Harmorhythmic Switch Points over the tune. I call this ‘soft’ metric 

modulation because while the improvised line seems to modulate to a new time signature, the 

rest of the band stays in the original time signature. During the course of my study I spent a 

lot of time practising this concept for use in improvisation, and ‘Model 22, 2s and 3s’ was a 

vehicle for developing this. Figure 4:8 demonstrates eighth note to triplet Conversion and 

Soft Metric Modulation using harmonic material generated from a Circle SD3. 

Figure 4:8: Eighth note to triplet Conversion, Circle SD3. 
 
Original 

 
 
Eighth Note Triplet Conversion 

 
 
‘Soft’ Metric Modulation Through Shifting the Accents 
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4:4 Composition that Facilitates Circle-Cloud Improvisation 

4:4:1 Composition No. 4, ‘Triads of Aotearoa’: Real Time Composition Using 
Triads and Improvisation. Pac-Man Approach – Using Bass Lines as Moving 
Axis-Line 

‘Triads of Aotearoa’ is a ‘real time’ composition. By real-time composition I mean a 

composition that is improvised and recorded in real-time. I spent quite some time working on 

this concept with the hope of improving the fluidity and coherence of my improvisation and, 

as a result, the creativity of my composition.123 I was also seeking to find a way to 

incorporate the triadic concepts of George Garzone (summarised in chapter 2) and John 

Coltrane (summarised in chapter 1) into composition. ‘Triads of Aotearoa’ provided this 

opportunity, and when improvising (spontaneously composing) the melody, I incorporated as 

many triads as I could into the melodic line. This can be seen in Figure 4:9. Here the melody 

is derived from the following triads: G minor, A♭ minor, D♭ major and B♭ dim and E 

major.124 

Figure 4:9: ‘Triads of Aotearoa’, bars 9–17. Triads that occur in the melody. 

 
 

Pac-Man Approach: Using the Bass Line as an Axis-Line 

 

                                                
123 I also used this method to compose ‘Balance and Glory’, ‘Chook Empathy’ (recital 2), ‘Chook 40’ and 
‘Black Chook Rising’ (recital 3). 
124 Figure 4:9 is perhaps the most triad rich excerpt in the entire composition. I will note here that I did not 
create the entire composition in this manner. Triads were a ‘colour’ that I wanted to feature, having told myself 
before I pressed the record button ‘base this tune on triads’. Note: These triads (marked in red) are not chord 
symbols! 
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As with most of my tunes, ‘Triads of Aotearoa’ has no chord symbols.125 The improviser’s 

task is to treat the bass line as an ever-moving and ever-changing axis or double axis, with 

the second axis note (if required) placed a semitone above or below the bass note of the 

moment. This is subject to the improviser’s discretion. I call rapidly moving axis points an 

‘Axis-Line’. The Circle is symmetrically balance around the Axis-Line, which in turn 

determines where in sonic space the Circle is created. The Circle follows the Axis-Line 

pathway, and ‘eats’ the line, just like in the computer game ‘Pac Man’ where the mouth 

follows and ‘eats’ the dots. The difference here is that the improviser can choose the SD-

Limit of the Circle, but a Pac-Man ‘SD-Limit’ remains the same size. Improvising in this 

manner initially proved to be challenging, but with time it became easier. This 

improvisational approach was also often used in the following compositions: ‘9:11’, ‘Model 

22’ (recital 1) and ‘Chook 40’, ‘Black Chook Rising’ and ‘KungFu Alto’ (recital 3). In Figure 

4:10, we see the bass line and Axis-Line for ‘Triads of Aotearoa’. The improviser does not 

refer to any specific chord sequence and creates Circles of any variety and SD-Limit using 

either Type A or Type B approach, ‘Pac-Man Style’. 

                                                
125 The only composition that actually has chord changes written on the score is ‘GRG67’ (performed in recital 
2). 
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Figure 4:10: ‘Triads of Aotearoa’, bass line and Axis-Line. 
Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7xJO1sRxyhA 
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4:5 Recitals 1–3: Circle-Cloud Application to Jazz Standards and 
‘Standard’ Chord Progressions 

The justification for the use of Circles on standards or any other given musical examples is 

stated in Rule 9: “A Circle is autonomous, and as such can function (generate harmonic 

material) in any musical context. Therefore, chords occurring in functional or non-functional 

harmony can be reharmonised as Circles.” This sounded good in theory, but I needed to 

prove this hypothesis practically. Therefore, early on in my research I asked the question: 

How can I use Circle-Cloud Theory to improvise on jazz standards and other existing chord 

sequences? Finding the answer to this question spanned the entire period of my research, 

starting in recital 1 where I performed my composition ‘May-Way-Day’, a simple diatonic 

chord progression in which the Type A approach was used, and culminating in recital 4, 

entirely consisting of jazz standards. 

This section describes how I used Circle-Cloud Theory to improvise on jazz standards and 

existing chord sequences, showing my findings through selected transcription and analysis. I 

will use four examples, each one demonstrating a particular improvisational approach used in 

the lead up to recital 4, listed as follows: 

• ‘Epistrophy’: Pac-Man approach, as used in ‘Triads of Aotearoa’. 

• ‘Old Folks’: Using Circles as tension, single instrument. 

• ‘KungFu Alto’: Using Circles as tension, two instruments (Dual Circle 

Improvisation). 

• ‘The Thing’: Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation. 

4:5:1 ‘Epistrophy’ (Thelonious Monk) 

This composition was chosen because of the symmetrical nature of the bass line, shown in 

Figure 4:11. Bars 1–4, 9–12, 13–16, 25–28 and 29–32 are all made up of multiples of single 

bars with dominant 7th chords alternating every two beats, a semitone apart. I used the Pac-

Man approach in a similar way to that of ‘Triads of Aotearoa’; that is, using the bass line as a 

continuing Axis-Line and (in this case) disregarding the written chord qualities of the 

composition. Circle generation was achieved in two ways: 

1. By creating Circles with Negative Symmetrical Polarity: In this case, often the entire bar 

(or groupings of bars) would use a double axis N-Generator for Circle generation. For 

example, using this approach, bars 1–4 would be treated as a Circle built on an axis of D–



 

88 

D♭, and bars 9–12 with an axis of E♭–E. Both Type A and Type B approaches could be 

used. 

2. Creating Circles with Positive Symmetrical Polarity, built on single-axis A-Generators. 

Here, the axis would change every two beats coinciding with the changing chord 

movements. The chord changes occur on the Harmorhythmic Switch Points, effectively 

allocating one chord for the Positive Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone, and one chord for the 

Negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Zone. What was Monk thinking?126 

Figure 4:11: ‘Epistrophy’ bass line. 
In this example the original chord changes are included as a reference. 

 

4:5:2 ‘Old Folks’ (Willard Robinson) 

This composition provided an opportunity to apply Circle-Cloud improvisation to a classic 

jazz standard with diatonic harmony. Unlike my approach to ‘Epistrophy’ where I used the 

                                                
126 It is fitting to be discussing a work of pianist Thelonious Monk at this stage of this document. In Dr Mark 
Polishook’s blog The Patterns of Barry Harris, Arnold Schoenberg and Ernst Levy (extensively quoted in 
chapter 2), Coleman credits Monk as perhaps the most important teacher and proponent of symmetrical ideas as 
applied to jazz music last century, influencing pianist Barry Harris (whose theoretical concepts, though 
compatible with my research, have not been touched on) and several other important musicians, including 
saxophonist Von Freeman and trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie. 
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Pac-Man approach to create Circles from the bass line, here I followed Rule 9, which states: 

“Circles are autonomous and can function in any musical context.” In doing so, I created 

Circles from any axis position I desired (see Figure 4:12, circled in red and black).127 At 

times, and in order to create contrast, I improvised in a more ‘traditional’ manner using 

chord-scale theory (circled in green). Of interest was the number of triads that appear in the 

Circle generative area. I attribute this to my years of training using Garzone’s Triadic 

Chromatic Concept. 

Figure 4:12: ‘Old Folks’, tenor solo from 4:00 min, bars 1–8. 
Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fOyagUg_6-Q 
Circle Improvisation: Red and black Circles 
Chord-Scale Improvisation: Green squares 

 

                                                
127 See Chapter 3, Figure 3:20 ‘Circle autonomy and Circle pathways: “Autumn Leaves”, bars 1–8’ for further 
examples. 
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4:6 ‘Dual’ Circle Improvisation: ‘KungFu Alto’ 

As early as recital 2, guitarist Michael Howell and I began developing our ability to 

improvise together. This is usually called ‘soloing together’ or ‘playing together’. In the 

context of Circle-Cloud Theory, I call this approach Dual Circle Improvisation; that is, two 

voices in the same time-space, creating Circles independently of each other, relative to a 

given chord sequence or Axis-Line. In recital 3 we demonstrated this approach in my 

composition ‘KungFu Alto’. This has a solo section alternating between the chords E♭7 and 

D♭7. Here we created Circles different from each other in close sonic space as demonstrated 

in the following transcription (Figure 4:13). Note the close proximity of the Circles between 

the saxophone and guitar. This was a climactic section of the improvisation, and this 

closeness, combined with increased volume and intensity from the rhythm section, amplified 

the tension existing in and between the (dual) Circles. Of further interest: The axis and 

resulting SD-Limits of the Circles created by saxophone and guitar show very little 

movement in sonic time-space and are an example of Bandwidth Improvisation. This is 

described in chapter 3, Rule 9, Figure 3:20, ‘Circle autonomy and Circle pathways: “Autumn 

Leaves”, bars 1–8’ (Circle Pathway No. 4). 
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Figure 4:13: ‘KungFu Alto’, dual improvisation from 5:26 min. 
Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WWkgbRh05-g 
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4:7 Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation – ‘The Thing’: Using Circles to 
Reharmonise Existing Chord Sequence 

After developing the concept of dual improvisation in several compositions, including 

‘Triads of Aotearoa’, ‘Chook 40’ and ‘Chook Empathy’, the band took this approach further 

and practised improvising simultaneous Circles on guitar, saxophone and the bass over 

standards. With the inclusion of the bass in the role of a melodic instrument, we now had 

three Circles existing in the same space-time, functioning independently of each other.128 The 

written harmony, no longer outlined on the bass, was effectively replaced and reharmonised 

with Circles, as per Rule 9 (chapter 3).129 This is demonstrated below in Figure 4:14, ‘The 

Thing’ (based on Jerome Kerns ‘All the Things You Are’). ‘The Thing’ was performed as 

part of DMA recital 3, and this version was recorded on the afternoon immediately following 

the recital. This became the title track on my album The Thing (Rattle). As a significant 

outcome of my research, it demonstrates how Circle-Cloud Theory can provide a new 

approach to reharmonisation and improvisation on existing chord progressions, including jazz 

standards. Due to its importance, I have transcribed the entire piece (except the 30-second 

solo saxophone introduction). 

When listening, be aware of the following: 

• The form is 36 bars, as per ‘All the Things You Are’, and does not deviate from this. 

• When we improvise using Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation, we ‘sing’ the original 

melody and chord changes (or harmony) in our heads, superimposing our Circles 

                                                
128 If you include the drums, we had four Circles at one time, and conceptually, this is what we were thinking; 
however, from a harmonic perspective the drums do not take a prominent role. 
129 Rule 2 states the following: “Circles are autonomous, and therefore can be used to reharmonise existing 
chord sequence.” This will only occur when the bass (acting as the main harmonic anchor) deviates from the 
written harmonic sequence. If the bass plays the written bass line, the Circles created will only act as tension to 
the harmony of the tune. 



 

94 

‘over’ (and in the context of) the perceived harmony, and in reaction to what the other 

instrumentalists are playing. Occasionally I or a band member will reference 

(acknowledge) some part of the original harmony or melody in order to give the work 

coherence. For example, in the final chorus (chorus 9, from bar 442), I play a loose 

interpretation of the melody to signal the end of the tune. In order for the listener to 

hear and understand what we are doing more fully, I suggest singing the melody along 

with the improvisation. Familiarity with the original melody and harmony will help 

you to understand this work more completely. If, however, you do not know the 

melody to ‘All the Things You Are’, ‘The Thing’, having Harmorhythmic 

Symmetrical Integrity, will still sound musically ‘complete’. 

• The purpose of this transcription is to demonstrate the final result of the Circle-Cloud 

Reharmonisation process (that is, the actual musical output) in a live performance, 

and to this end I have chosen not to identify each Circle that occurs in each voice. 

This has been achieved with the analysis of ‘KungFu Alto’ and ‘Old Folks’. If, 

however, the listener wishes to identify the Circles that occur, revisit Figure 4:12 

‘KungFu Alto’ to use as a comparison, or see chapter 3. 

• No embellishments or dynamics are marked on the score, nor are drums included. 

• Where a voice was a little ahead or behind the beat, I generally have rounded it up to 

the nearest subdivision. 
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Figure 4:14: ‘The Thing’, Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation from 0:32–5:14 min. 
Listen here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hP8UhKov1xk 
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4:7:1 ‘The Thing’: Reflections on the Creative Process 

This live recording is a significant milestone for my research and was the result of five years 

of rehearsing Circle-Cloud improvisational concepts with my band as a band, and before that 

the many years of musical development since my lessons with Garzone in 1997. In practice, 

Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation was probably the most difficult improvisational approach to 

master. It required a lot of practice, rehearsing and trust-building as a band. The main 

difficulty in playing this way is that without the bass outlining the harmony of the original 

tune, the original harmony can only be imagined and sung in our heads. There are no obvious 

harmonic markers or ‘safety net’ to fall back on should one lose their way. There are 

Harmorhythmic markers, however; that is, we all mark out the form of the tune 

Harmorhythmically (and the drummer marks the form rhythmically), but by default the 

original harmony does not occur except in the minds of the performers. The ability to listen 

and use your musical ears to ‘hear’, interpret and adapt to what is going on around you is 

essential, as is having trust in the other members – that they know what they are doing 

musically and where they are in the form of the tune. In order to achieve this, we rehearsed 

this way of playing regularly in my home studio. We recorded our performances of ‘The 

Thing’ and other standards we were also using this approach on and listened back to the 

recordings. We would count the bars and sing the original melody along with our recording 

to make sure we were on track and that we were keeping the form, not adding or subtracting 

beats. We tried to be objective in our assessment of our performances and discussed what we 

felt worked or didn’t work, both technically and musically, with the view to improve. We had 

to become very strong with our own playing – especially in regard to our sense of time and 

form. Regardless of what the other band members were doing, we had to keep singing the 
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original melody in our heads and acknowledge what they were saying musically in our 

improvisation. We often gave subtle musical hints as to where we were in the form. For 

example, in Figure 4:14 I quote the melody in bars 37–38 and 160–161, and I allude to the 

melody in bars 53–55 and bar 74. 

On the day of my recital we recorded two versions of ‘The Thing’; one during the recital and 

one directly after. I was generally happy with the version presented in the recital, but later 

that afternoon we achieved a higher level of coherence, dynamics and musicality, hence its 

inclusion on the album and the resulting transcription presented above. We continued to 

develop this concept further, and recital 4 was predominantly dedicated to the application of 

Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation, and to a lesser extent using Circles to create tension in jazz 

standards, as listed below. 

4:8 Recital 4: Standards: Tune List and Improvisational Approach 

In Recital 4: Standards, we further developed these approaches on the following tunes: 

• ‘Liberia’ (John Coltrane) – Tension 

• *‘Tune Up’ (Eddie Vinson) – Reharmonisation 

• *‘Segment’ (Charlie Parker) – Reharmonisation and Tension 

• *‘Stablemates’ (Benny Golsen) – Reharmonisation with pianist Kevin Field 

• *‘Ask Me Now’ (Thelonious Monk) – Tension 

• *‘The Thing 67’ (Roger Manins) – Reharmonisation of ‘All the Things You Are’ 

• ‘Nature Boy’ (Eden Ahbez) – Tension 

• *‘Satellite’ (John Coltrane) – Reharmonisation 

* Click on the tunes marked with an asterisk* to listen. 

In this performance no new improvisational techniques were introduced, and as such no more 

theoretical analysis (of Circle-Cloud Theory) is necessary; however, I will briefly comment 

on the following points of interest, relating to ‘The Thing 67’, ‘Tune Up’, ‘Satellite’, and 

‘Stablemates’. 

As part of the recital programme, we played a new version of ‘The Thing’ (performed in 

recital 3) called ‘The Thing 67’. The performance of ‘The Thing 67’ perhaps went on too 

long – the form was compromised in a few places and (to my ear) we lost musical direction. 

There are, however, arguably ‘moments of magic’, and it provides a valuable comparison 
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with ‘The Thing’. ‘The Thing 67’ can be heard here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9oPSlNcaPwI&feature=youtu.be. 

4:8:1 ‘Tune up’ (Eddie Vinson) 

This composition was chosen firstly in order to test the application of Circle-Cloud 

Reharmonisation on the II–V–I progression (perhaps the most common chord sequence found 

in jazz), and secondly to act as a comparison with John Coltrane’s ‘Countdown’ (a 

reharmonisation of ‘Tune Up’ using the ‘Coltrane changes’). Here I asked the following 

‘tongue twister’ question: When using Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation to reharmonise a 

reharmonisation, are you reharmonising the original tune, or the reharmonisation? I plan to 

perform ‘Countdown’ for recital 5 to help find out the answer to this question. You can listen 

to our version of ‘Tune Up’ here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sIQRL0VXIK4&feature=youtu.be. 

Figure 4:15: ‘Tune Up’, chords and melody. 

 

4:8:2 ‘Satellite’ (John Coltrane) 

A further challenging application of Circle-Cloud Reharmonisation was to John Coltrane’s 

‘Satellite’, a contrafact on Morgan Lewis’s ‘How High the Moon’, “gutted and tricked out 

with Coltrane changes”.130 Played at approximately 260 BPM, the rapidly moving chord 

changes are challenging to negotiate, and I was curious to test the results of Circle-Cloud 

                                                
130 Kelly Bucheger, “John Coltrane ‘Satellite’ transcription,” January 29, 2011, 
http://harderbop.blogspot.com/2011/01/john-coltrane-satellite-transcription.html. The Coltrane changes can also 
be found in his classic tunes ‘Giant Steps’, ‘26:2’ and ‘Countdown’. An example of the Coltrane changes 
applied to a II–V–I sequence is as follows: | DMin7 | G7 | C | C | becomes | Dmin7 E♭7 | A♭ B7 | E G7 | C.  
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Reharmonisation in this venerated chord sequence, shown in Figure 4:16.131 Interestingly, we 

found it quite difficult to ‘escape’ the ‘written’ tonality of ‘Satellite’, and in places the form 

(of the tune) was compromised. At times we were fully ‘reharmonising’, and at other times 

we played, or alluded to, the written harmony, depending mostly on what the bass was doing. 

You can listen to our version of ‘Satellite’ here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p1vvi-

wv9e4&feature=youtu.be. 

Figure 4:16: ‘Satellite’, chords and melody. 

 

                                                
131 Dragon Stojkovski writes: “Giant Steps is an important album, especially for aspiring jazz musicians. It’s the 
record that firmly put the so-called ‘Coltrane changes’ in the regular, even obligatory lessons that every student 
of jazz has to master.” Dragon Stojkovski, “Giant Steps,” December 3, 2016, 
http://www.kurrentmusic.com/blogviewer.html?blog-guid=fd651c3c-afcc-4759-99b7-3694631121d8. 
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4:8:3 ‘Stablemates’ (Benny Golson) 

Finally, I will make some comments regarding our approach taken to Benny Golson’s 

‘Stablemates’. At the time, my colleague, pianist Kevin Field, was well advanced in his own 

research, which involved developing a new harmonic and melodic language based on mode 3 

of Olivier Messiaen’s limited modes of transposition.132 As both our research topics involved 

new harmonic approaches to composition and improvisation, we were curious to team up, 

and asked the following question: Will our theories complement each other in a duo 

situation? In order to answer this question, we met and rehearsed regularly, practising soloing 

together (dual improvisation) on jazz standards. We found that our different approaches were 

complementary, and worked well together. It is interesting to listen back to this piece, which 

like ‘Satellite’ is harmonically dense (see Figure 4:17). 

In actual performance, with no bass or drums to outline the harmony and rhythm, combined 

with the complexity of the rapidly moving chord changes, we needed to put a lot of energy 

into playing rhythmic phrases that outlined the form of the tune. By about the 4th chorus we 

freed up somewhat, stretching out with our different approaches. On reflection, I think the 

live situation resulted in a ‘safer’ approach. That is, we were less adventurous. However, we 

plan to continue developing this practice further. Our performance of ‘Stablemates’ can be 

heard here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XDpalfkMJtw&feature=youtu.be. 

                                                
132 Kevin has since submitted a Doctor of Musical Arts thesis titled: Mode 3 of the Modes of Limited 
Transposition: A Model for Application in Jazz Improvisation and Composition. 
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Figure 4:17: ‘Stablemates’, chords and melody. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

At the beginning of my research I asked the question: How can (the different) 

improvisational approaches introduced in the late 1960s by John Coltrane and in the 1980s by 

saxophonists Steve Coleman, Gary Thomas, and Greg Osby be developed in new 

contemporary saxophone improvisational practice?133 In order to find an answer, I had to 

look deeper into the physics of music, asking: What must be done to achieve tonal and 

rhythmic balance in jazz line? In order to solve this problem, a series of further questions 

were penned, grouped into the categories of rhythm, improvisation and tonality/harmony. 

Some were more relevant than others, but all served to illuminate the subject. This line of 

enquiry enabled me to discover if there were any common denominators in regard to the 

intervallic content, rhythmic integrity, pattern and phrase structure evident in the 

improvisation of Coleman, Thomas, Osby, and other modern and (later on in my research) 

traditional players. My next step was to formulate the theoretical concepts of Harmorhythm 

and Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity, outlined in chapter 3. 

The perspective gained from these investigations enabled a fresh new view and 

understanding of music: one which treated all harmony as having a positive ‘charge’, and all 

rhythm as existing in two states: positive or negative Rhythmic-Magnetic Polarity. Now, I 

was able to treat what Western harmony terms ‘harmonic resolutions’ as ‘rhythmic 

resolutions’ (or to be specific, ‘Harmorhythmic’ resolutions), subject to the law of Rhythmic-

Magnetic Polarity. I identified Harmorhythm as the ‘common denominator’ that linked the 

improvisation of Coleman, Thomas and Osby (and in fact all music), and from this point I 

was able to design an alternative generation system to be used for improvisation. In response 

to the question ‘How can I create a (primarily saxophone-specific) improvisational theory, 

method or system that would enable a new direction in jazz composition and 

improvisation?’134, I developed Circle-Cloud Theory. 

Circle-Cloud Theory develops the theoretical concepts of Levy and Coleman in my own 

unique way, presented as the 10 Emerging Rules (or Principles) of Harmonic Generation. 

This unique set of rules provides a new approach from which to generate harmonic material 

                                                
133 See Abstract, p. ii. 
134 See ‘Key Question’, p. xxi. 
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and develop existing harmonic material. It results in new creative possibilities in composition 

and improvisation. 

The recital process assisted the practical application of Circle-Cloud Theory and generated 

further creative development of concepts that resulted in the following new and unique uses 

for my theory: the ‘Pac-Man’ approach, Dual-Circle Improvisation and Circle-Cloud 

Reharmonisation. Circle-Cloud Theory provides a new perspective for jazz improvisation and 

composition, and although it is primarily designed for saxophone, it can be adapted to all 

instruments (also demonstrated in chapter 4). As such, it is a significant contribution to the 

music community. 

My thesis outlines my own creative journey and process, the historical evolutionary harmonic 

thought from Coltrane to Coleman, and relevant foundational theories that provided the 

musical DNA which I was to shape. It explains the theoretical concepts of Circle-Cloud 

Theory and demonstrates how I used this theory in creative practice. Although the theoretical 

concepts that I shaped were not new and can be traced as far back as Pythagoras, how I 

developed them through Circle-Cloud Theory was new. This resulted in my own creative 

approach, using a unique set of parameters and rules. It resulted in new creative outcomes, 

and in the process it changed the way I view, listen to, improvise and compose music. 

In chapter 2, I considered how one could creatively develop some of the theoretical concepts 

of Levy and Coleman in new ways. My purpose in doing this was to encourage creativity. I 

hope the reader may ask the question: So, this is his theory – what new thing can I do with it? 

I also hope that those interested in this subject would take a similar approach to my work, 

perhaps taking some inspiration from what I have done, but find new pathways and avenues 

in creative development. 
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