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We Remember Clifford:

Variation Technique at the Middleground1

Clifford Brown tends to incorporate the larger-scale structural qualities of the original

melody into his solos. In this paper, the third take of Brown’s 1953 Paris version of I Can

Dream, Can’t I? is considered from a middleground perspective. This solo most clearly

shows an important structural feature of Brown’s conception. This conception revolves

around B�4 (the Kopfton) as a centrally prolonged pitch, occasionally reinforced by its

octave images. The Kopfton fundamentally governs how the song is heard, and how Brown

then interprets that structure in his solos at the middleground.

Clifford Brown, one of the first-rank players of the post-bebop era and one of the finest
trumpeters in jazz history, was active from 1952 to 1956. He is usually grouped with the
hard boppers, a term referring to those players who brought a more soulful stance to the
pace, virtuosity, and rhythmic elasticity of classic bebop.

The issue of Clifford Brown’s variation technique was first raised by Milton Stewart
in the early 1970s in an analysis of I Can Dream, Can’t I? This recording is from a series
made by Brown in Paris during a tour in 1953. Stewart’s ground-breaking study is the
first dissertation of significance in jazz theory and analysis. Written at the University of
Michigan in the early 1970s, it was published in Jazzforschung/Jazz Research in 1974-75.2

Stewart’s dissertation, which approaches the music through Schenkerian methods,
remains probably the most fully thought-out analysis yet undertaken for a single jazz
solo.3 Yet, Stewart considers only the second take. In this paper, I would like to consider
the third take from a middleground perspective. This take, the last Brown recorded of the

1

1 This paper was originally presented at the Fourth European Music Analysis Conference, 22 October 1999,

in Rotterdam.

2 Milton Lee Stewart, ‘Structural Development in the Jazz Improvisational Technique of Clifford Brown’, in:

Jazzforschung/Jazz Research 6/7 (1974/75), pp. 141-273.

3 There is remarkable analytical insight displayed throughout the Stewart dissertation, yet there are two princi-

pal flaws that compromise the work, one understandable and the other less so. The understandable flaw is

that Brown recorded three takes of I Can Dream, Can’t I? that day, yet Stewart only analyzed the second take,

which was probably the best. This is the principal reason for my returning to this session and these record-

ings: what can we understand about Brown’s attitude toward recording by comparing it to the other two

takes? In ignoring this issue, Stewart misses a chance to further heighten the perspicacity of his insight.

Perhaps the best take was the only one available to him, though the other takes were in fact issued on record.

The other flaw – one which makes Stewart’s essay difficult to work with – is that the entire transcription and

analysis is in the key of E major, although Brown played the piece in E� major. Stewart claims that ‘what was

probably a recording accident has left the Clifford Brown version sounding closer to E major; therefore, I

am analyzing and discussing the piece as if it were in E major even though this would be an awkward key

for trumpet performance’ (149). Again, as a self-contained analysis, E major is adequate, but it makes it dif-

ficult to compare to the original song, which was also published in E� major, and the other takes.
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I Can Dream, Can’t I? – Take 3.
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tune, is not as strong as takes one and two, but it most clearly shows an important struc-
tural feature of Brown’s conception. This structural feature is quite different from the
relationships cited by Stewart.

In my book analyzing Charlie Parker’s improvisational technique,4 I suggest that the
best improvisers tend to incorporate the larger-scale structural qualities of the original
melody into their solos. The use of these structural qualities is generally unconscious;
that is, they can be found even when the soloist is not improvising motivically on the
song’s thematic ideas. My book details ways in which Parker unconsciously explores the
song’s larger-scale structural properties, which I call ‘thematic patterns’.5 At the same
time, Parker dazzles the listener with improvised lines of three or four simultaneous
voice-leading parts. An almost identical approach can be heard in the music of Clifford
Brown.

The two-chorus third take is shown in Example 1. The first two bars are pick-ups,
labeled mm. 31 and 32 in parentheses, and are the final bars of Brown’s statement of the
melody. The chorus proper begins at the double bar at m. 1-1. The measure-number pre-
fix refers either to the first or second chorus. Thus, m. 1-1 means first chorus, measure 1.
The first bar of the second system is thus m. 1-3, or first chorus, third measure. For refer-
ring to pitches in this paper, I adopt the system that designates middle C as C4. The C an
octave above middle C is C5; an octave below is C3. The numerical designation for the
other pitches is taken from the C below it.

I would like to give an overview of the third take of I Can Dream, Can’t I?6 In particular,
I want to call attention to the importance of B�, a pitch which is highlighted through a
mistake. Note what happens at the downbeat of m. 1-17: Brown wants a B�5 to complete
the run. A high B� would fit the B�7 to E� V7–I harmonic resolution, complete the larger-
scale melodic resolution of A3, given at m. 1-14, and terminate the almost complete
chromatic run up from E �. In the sketch above the music, I show the A3 in m. 1-14 taken
up to A5, which should then proceed to B�5. Thus, the A�5 Brown hits on the downbeat
of m. 1-17 clashes with the harmonic and melodic logic of the passage and is clearly an
error. Brown tries to correct the error by first resolving to B�4 at m. 1-19. But this reso-
lution is not sufficient – for one thing, full harmonic support is lacking, since the har-
mony is an Fm7 chord. Further, the B�4 is in the wrong register. So Brown attempts to
erase his mistake by solidly articulating B �5 at the end of m. 1-20: he approaches the
high B� through the same lead-in notes: E�, F, G, A�, and A�. The intended note thus
appears in the same melodic environment as before and with the properly supportive
V7–I harmony.

Why is the high B� so important? This note, which Brown wants so badly, is in fact
an octave reinforcement of a B�4 prolonged at the middleground through the entire two
choruses. Let’s look through the transcription from the beginning to the end to see how
this B�4 is supported at the appropriate moments in the solo.

The first appearance of the B�4 is designated as scale degree 
^
5 at m. 1-1 of the middle-

ground graph. Here, B�4 is established as the Kopfton and introduces motive A. Brown
keeps the B�4 alive throughout the solo by highlighting it and its octave equivalents B�5

4
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4 Henry Martin, Charlie Parker and Thematic Improvisation, Lanham, Maryland and London 1996.

5 Ibidem, pp. 32ff.

6 The Clifford Brown Quartet, Paris, October 15, 1953. Clifford Brown, trumpet; Henri Renaud, piano; 

Pierre Michelot, bass; Benny Bennett, drums. Recorded for French Vogue.
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and B�3. Now look at m. 1-30, which is the end of this first chorus. Connecting to the
beginning of the second chorus, we again find a prolonged B�4. Thus, the first chorus is
framed by the B�4. The note also makes significant appearances throughout the chorus.

The B�4 is established at the beginning of chorus two as well, following the double
bar. In moving through the second chorus, we find B�4 at m. 2-7, followed by a pause;
we find it again at the middle of the second half of the second chorus at m. 2-17, and
again at m. 2-21, where it recurs with motive A followed by a long pause.

The very end of the third take, from m. 2-29 on, finds Brown laying out a C-C�-B�
voice-leading idea that once again establishes B�4. Large-scale resolution of the B�4
Kopfton does not occur in the two-chorus improvisation. Why? Despite the lack of res-
olution, however, it is clear that Brown’s conception of the solo’s middleground revolves
around B�4 as a centrally prolonged pitch, occasionally reinforced by its octave images.
To follow the story of the B�4 prolonged throughout, refer to Brown’s statement of the
original melody, shown as Example 2. We now find one question answered: Brown pro-
longs B�4 throughout the solo because its resolution would preclude a reason to restate
the tune. The structural conclusion is reserved for the very end of the performance,
where the tune itself resolves the B�4 down to E�4 as 

^
1.

In working our way through the third take, I showed that Brown was prolonging a B�4
unresolved at the middleground. Why should this note be the Kopfton? In answering this
question, let us consider the original melody as given in Example 2. It is notated with
lead-sheet chord symbols transcribed from the recorded performances of the three takes.
As is clear from the sketch, I hear B�4 as the Kopfton of the tune’s basic structural line.
The first five bars constitute an Anstieg that establishes the B�4 as syncopated into m. 6.
From the B�4, we can follow its first descent to F4 at m. 16. This interrupted descent is
very typical of tunes in ABAC form, as can be seen in Allen Forte’s well-known study ana-
lyzing some leading American popular standards of 1924-1950.7 For the second half of
the tune, from mm. 17-32, the B�4 is re-established at the end of m. 21. The descent to 

^
1

follows, with interesting complications at the end of the tune, since the F as 
^
2 is implied.

Where I differ from Stewart in his dissertation is that he reads the song as projecting
a 

^
3 Kopfton. Many of the structural relationships Stewart notes in the take-two improv-

isation are linked to this overall conception of the piece. Undoubtedly the reason Stewart
hears 

^
3 is that the tune’s published piano-vocal arrangement provides weak support for

^
5. Example 3 is the beginning of the sheet music that Stewart used in his analysis. The
B�4 in m. 6 is supported by a weak E� 6

4 chord. The chord when first introduced in the
previous bar is voiced as a I 6

3 chord. Since tonic support for scale-step 
^
5 is so weak,

Stewart locates the Kopfton as 
^
3 inside the quarter-note triplet of m. 2.

Stewart’s analysis illustrates the danger of relying on published sheet music for
insight into jazz performance. The jazz musicians I know rarely buy sheet music in order
to learn tunes. They generally acquire repertory from fake books or from each other,
although they may locate the original to resolve inconsistencies or settle arguments. In
fact, on all three takes of Brown’s performance, the bass player provides clear E�-tonic
support for mm. 5-6, and I would suspect that the tune was played that way by jazz musi-
cians as a rule. A root-position tonic harmony lends support to 

^
5 as the Kopfton. And the

choice of Kopfton is important because I think it fundamentally governs how the song
is heard, and how Brown then interprets that structure in his solos at the middleground.

5
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7 Allen Forte, The American Popular Ballad of the Golden Era 1924-1950, Princeton, 1995. Cf. also the analysis

of Embraceable You in my Charlie Parker study (see footnote 4).
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There are other reasons why I find B�4 as the song’s Kopfton convincing. Please return
to Example 2, the song’s lead sheet. The first three notes initiate a syncopated motive,
called M, comprising a half-note followed by two quarter notes. M is developed in bars
3 and 5 to its definitive ‘title-phrase’ appearance in augmentation in mm. 7-8. Here, M
can be separated into two parts: ‘dream’ as a whole note, plus the tail of M as the ‘can’t I’
syncopation. Let us call the second part of M the ‘can’t I’ motive. Its appearance can be
traced back to the second and third notes of m. 1 in this tightly structured song.

6
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I Can Dream, Can’t I? – Original melody (1938).

Music: Sammy Fain

Lyrics: Irving Kahal
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The quarter-note triplets of the A section’s even-numbered bars supply connecting scalar
material between the M motives. The triplets are developed in the B section beginning
with m. 9. Statements of M occur in the odd-numbered bars beginning in m. 11, but are
altered: the ‘can’t I’ motive is transformed to a rising third.

The second half of the tune begins in m. 17, with the Anstieg again rising to the B�4
in m. 21. Here, the particular ‘can’t I’ motive, C-B�, which reinstates the Kopfton at 
m. 21, is further underscored by its reappearance in m. 24. The ‘can’t I’ motive is then
developed in mm. 25-26, and can even be glimpsed in the first two quarter notes of each
quarter-note triplet in m. 27. After being prolonged from m. 21 to m. 28, the B�4 Kopfton
descends to A�4 in m. 29. A G4 as an unsupported passing tone carries the structural line
to an implied F4 in m. 31 with cadence to E�4 in m. 32. The ‘can’t I’ motive is also implied
at the tune’s very end.

The ‘can’t I’ motive, C-B�, occurring in mm. 5, 21, climactically at m. 24, and implied
in mm. 31-32, can be seen as an Urmotive underlying the song. As such, its four appear-
ances are labeled U in Example 2. Not only does the Urmotive introduce the Kopfton of
the tune and give rise to the other ‘can’t I’ motives throughout, but it also forms the cli-
mactic ‘can’t I’ of the second half. The actual closing dyad of the tune, D-E�, is the ‘can’t
I’ motive inverted, and as such recalls its development in the tune’s B section while pro-
viding a more conclusive ending. It is interesting that the ‘can’t I’ motive is lyrically in the
form of a question, but the end of the tune is the only time that it occurs with both the
‘can’t I’ lyric and a rising dyad.

Please refer back to Example 1. I would like to argue that Brown has intuited both the
B�4 Kopfton from the original tune and its Urmotive C-B�. That is, throughout Brown’s
solo, the large-scale B�4 is often prolonged by association with C5. Further, there is often
chromatic C� or B� motion between the B� and C, thus composing out the Urmotive. For
example, note in Example 1 the figure designated motive C, which appears at m. 1-8. The
C5 is reached after a large-scale move from the opening B�4 Kopfton through B � in 
m. 1-4. The B�4 returns in m. 1-11 after motion through C� in m. 1-10. Motive C itself
returns in m. 1-28, where it gets developed beautifully to elongate a C-C�-B� prolonga-
tion.

7
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Example 3

I Can Dream, published music, refrain, mm.1-7.
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Chorus two begins with a sly reference to the Urmotive in m. 2-1, B�3-C4. Beginning in
m. 2-7, the line moves through B� to C in m. 2-9. The C is prolonged at considerable
length in two registers before returning to B�4 at m. 2-17. Again, there is implied motion
to a ghosted C in m. 2-19, then back to Bb in m. 2-21. The foreground motive A returns
at this point as well. The climax of the Urmotive’s development occurs at the very end of
the solo – from m. 2-29 on – in which Brown turns the C-C�-B� motion into a dramatic
sixteenth-note figure in cross rhythm.

Thus Brown, in take 3, hangs his solo off the 
^
5 of the principal structural line while

projecting the C-B� Urmotive in order to link his solo to the original tune. We see in the
middleground variation technique of Clifford Brown an echo of the art of Charlie
Parker, where complex diminuations of the original thematic material help determine
the architecture of the solos based on it. As noted above, I have called the source of these
diminutions ‘thematic patterns’ rather than motives, because some of them are so gen-
eral. The Urmotive U from the original tune is a prime example of a thematic pattern.
The greatest improvisers seem to pick up these thematic patterns naturally from the
original melodies and use them as a matter of course. Although further analyses would
have to be undertaken to bear me out, I consider Brown the finest of the major jazz
trumpet players in just this respect: that he absorbed Parker’s mastery and was able to
apply it to his readings of popular and jazz standards.

I have stressed that Brown is attentive to the voice-leading implications of his lines. The
mistake on the high B� in take three bothered him; nor was resolving it in the middle reg-
ister a sufficient compensation – he needed the right note in the right register with the
right harmony. In this respect, Brown was a tonal conservative, like Charlie Parker. This
may come as a surprise: Parker a conservative? Yes, because – in his studio recordings,
certainly – he was vitally aware of the voice-leading implications of his melodic lines and
took care to resolve them properly. In this respect, Parker’s practice can be traced back
through Western musical history to Bach, Lassus, and Josquin.

The conservative voice-leading tendencies in Brown, which are like those of Parker,
are shown graphically by an undated informal tape recording of Brown playing the
piano. He is apparently working on an arrangement of Billy Boy – he can be heard
singing sample drum fills. What is interesting is that the excerpt shows extended domi-
nant prolongation. That is, Brown voices the tune in thirds over a dominant pedal, but
as he works on the arrangement, he consistently moves to a conclusive tonic supporting
scale step 

^
1 before returning to the dominant pedal for further experimentation.

Thus even while brainstorming at the piano, Brown consistently resolves the har-
monic implications of his music. These resolutions can be heard in virtually all his solos
and are a defining mark of his style. In echoing the thematic brilliance and voice-lead-
ing conservatism of Charlie Parker, Clifford Brown developed one of the deepest, most
felicitous, most virtuosic styles of melodic improvisation in jazz history.
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