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Abstract

Arising out of the avant-garde jazz tradition, a particular genre of solo saxophone music 

has emerged that combines stylistic attributes of avant-garde jazz and improvisation with 

minimalism, and is dependent on circular breathing, harmonic manipulation, and other 

techniques. To distinguish the music and the saxophonists and composers associated with it I 

have referred to this genre as “post avant-garde.” With its roots ultimately in avant-garde jazz of 

the 1960s, this genre arose through the solo improvisation work of Evan Parker from the 1970s 

to present, and the music has since been an influence on the work of Colin Stetson and other 

artists, as well as composers including Gordon Fitzell and Alex Mincek. This document 

examines a previously unacknowledged but distinct genre of solo saxophone music, as well as 

the music of associated artists and composers.
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Chapter 1: Introduction and General Characteristics

The saxophone has been an important musical and cultural icon since its invention in 

1846, and has frequently represented challenges to the status quo. From Adolphe Sax's attempt to

integrate his instrument into French military bands during the 19th century, to the saxophone 

craze of the 1920s,1 the swing era, the rise of bebop and free jazz, as well as contemporary 

classical repertoire, saxophonists have a history of pushing boundaries. One such luminary is 

British free jazz and avant-garde saxophonist Evan Parker. Coming out of avant-garde jazz of the

1960s, Parker developed a style of improvised solo saxophone music that took on characteristics 

of minimalism, combined with circular breathing and other extended techniques. Parker's style of

solo playing has served as an inspiration to many other saxophonists, and from the 1970s to the 

present Parker and his contemporaries have come to represent a distinct style that is not jazz, 

classical, or popular music—but a niche genre in its own right. With consideration of its origin in

avant-garde jazz and integration with minimalistic elements, I have referred to this music as 

“post avant-garde.”2

This term is necessary because “avant-garde jazz” does not acknowledge the distinct 

developments made by Parker and others. Oxford Music Online offers the following definition of

avant-garde jazz:

A term applied to a range of progressive jazz styles originating in the 1950s and early 
1960s. Though initially synonymous with Free jazz, much of the music was distinct from 
that style, engaging structure and organization through composed melodies; 
predetermined, if shifting, meters and tonalities; and distinctions between soloists and 

1. Stephen Cottrell, The Saxophone (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 148.

2. While “post avant-garde” has been occasionally used in the areas of poetry and art, it has seldom been used 
in music. I use the term throughout this document to refer specifically to this genre of solo saxophone music, while 
acknowledging its potential use in music more generally.
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accompanists. Harmonic contexts avoided traditional jazz conventions, and improvisers 
similarly broke with bebop and post-bop expectations in favor of increasingly blurred 
divisions between the written and spontaneous. Early proponents, in the mid to late 
1950s, included Cecil Taylor, Lennie Tristano, Jimmy Giuffre, Sun Ra, and Ornette 
Coleman. John Coltrane’s growing body of experimental work became a major influence 
during the 1960s as the movement acquired momentum and broader awareness. Other 
advocates during this period included his wife, Alice Coltrane, fellow saxophonists 
Archie Shepp, Pharoah Sanders, and Albert Ayler, and emerging European improvisers 
such as Derek Bailey and Evan Parker.3

Stylistically, avant-garde jazz did not feature several attributes of Parker's later work, including 

continuous sound from circular breathing and melodic content based on repetitive fingering 

patterns. Further, the work of Stetson and others features conventional, tonal harmonic 

movement, a direct counter to the harmonic freedom of avant-garde jazz. The word “post” 

signifies moving beyond avant-garde jazz, and in terms of spirit and style it is representative of 

the attributes that make the music of Parker, Stetson, and their contemporaries distinct.

The intent of this paper is to introduce post avant-garde solo saxophone music and the 

important artists associated with it, to examine the music itself, and to explore its nascent 

influence on classical saxophone repertoire. This genre can be defined by the work of two 

saxophonists in particular: Colin Stetson and Evan Parker. The music of saxophonist Colin 

Stetson exemplifies this genre as it currently exists, and he is an important figure in the 

surrounding movement and one of its most influential figures; British saxophonist Evan Parker 

has proven to be the seminal figure in the movement's origin, and he continues to be an active 

contributor to the genre. Through this document I will illustrate, with emphasis on the work of 

Stetson and Parker, the characteristics of the genre, examine its historical roots, including 

minimalism, electronic experimental music originating in the 1960s, avant-garde jazz, as well as 

3. Mark C. Gridley and Barry Long, “Avant-garde jazz,” Grove Music Online, Oxford University Press, 
accessed May 17, 2017,  http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/
music/A2227372. 
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rock and other pop music genres in reference to Colin Stetson, Evan Parker, and their 

contemporaries. To show the importance and influence of the genre on modern saxophone 

repertoire, I will discuss and examine recently written pieces by contemporary composers that 

can be shown to have been influenced by this music (and have been cited as influences by these 

composers) Finally, I will discuss the music of several other saxophonists whose work has been 

directly affected by this movement and anticipate future trends.

The style of saxophone performance associated with Parker, Stetson, and their 

contemporaries has several identifying characteristics. Firstly, this music is primarily performed 

unaccompanied. While there are recent exceptions, such as Stetson's duo with violinist Sarah 

Neufeld, the style has its roots in solo saxophone performance. The genre is also strongly 

associated with the use of “extended techniques,” especially circular breathing and harmonic 

manipulation. Circular breathing is an important and consistent component of the style, and is 

used to produce continuous sound, sometimes for 15 minutes or longer. Harmonic manipulation 

is performed by voicing, which entails alterations made by the embouchure and in the oral cavity

and throat to manipulate timbre and pitch. Typically the performer will repeat an ostinato, which 

is manipulated through voicing to tease out overtones of these lower fundamentals. The 

performer may use harmonic manipulation to different degrees, sounding higher or lower partials

of the fundamentals. Other extended techniques that are commonly employed but are subsidiary 

to the use of circular breathing and harmonic manipulation include slap-tongue, multiphonics, air

noise, key noise (especially as a rhythmic element), timbral trills (bisbigliando), and 
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“polyrhythmic fingerings”4—auxiliary fingerings employed for the purpose of creating rhythmic 

interest through poly-rhythm.

Another important aspect of the style is polyphony, which is effected in two general 

ways: (1) through multiphonics and/or vocalization simultaneous with sounding notes from the 

saxophone, or (2) simulated through displacement of polyphonic components in a single-note 

line.  Simulated polyphony is frequently realized in Evan Parker's solo improvisations by making

use of very fast repeated sequences of notes. Notes such as the highest and lowest in the 

collection may be moved stepwise, shifting the harmonic content of the collection and in effect 

providing polyphonic counterpoint. Multiphonics produced by Parker's cross-fingerings5 may 

provide further polyphonic context. Stetson frequently includes complete vocalized melodies in 

his music, sung while simultaneously playing saxophone (though circular-breathed breaths 

cannot physically be performed at the same time as vocalization).

The music itself features stylistic influence from minimalism, avant-garde and free jazz, 

and electronic music. The music of all the saxophonists involved in the post avant-garde style 

uses repetition, typically of small cells of four to seven notes or discrete note-events, such as the 

articulation of a repeated note using a different fingering. As in the case of Stetson, such cells 

form ostinati and outline a tonal harmonic framework. Parker's use of repetition tends not to set 

up ostinati around which a piece is based, but rather creates living cells that mutate by gradually 

shifting one note at a time, before giving way to a new set of pitches. 

4. “Poly-rhythmic fingerings” describes a technique used and apparently originated by Evan Parker.

5. Cross-fingerings are those that feature open holes (for venting) followed by closed holes, such as fingerings 
used for certain accidentals on the recorder.
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Chapter 2: Evan Parker

Biography/Background

Born in England in 1944, Evan Parker has been active in the European and British jazz 

scenes since the 1960s. Parker started off on alto saxophone, emulating his hero Paul Desmond 

until discovering the music of John Coltrane in 1960 and changing his focus to tenor and soprano

saxophones.6 In 1966 he moved to London, becoming involved in the budding free jazz 

movement there. Parker often visited Birmingham's Little Theatre Club, the musical center of 

London's emerging free jazz scene, and he was eventually invited by drummer John Stevens to 

join the London-based Spontaneous Music Ensemble, a collective which was experimenting with

group improvisation.7 It was here where he met guitarist Derek Bailey, whose experimental 

music would come to influence Parker's solo work. The group released a 1968 record that 

included notable jazz bassist Dave Holland and flugalhornist Kenny Wheeler.8 In 1970 Parker 

collaborated with like-minded musicians to found the Incus music label,9 which would release 

several of Parker's albums through the 1970s and '80s. 

Parker began recording improvisations beginning in 1974; this work culminated in his 

1975 album Saxophone Solos.10 Improvising in a generally atonal context, Parker began to 

6. Steve Lake and Peter Stubley, “Evan Parker – Biography,” accessed Oct. 26, 2016, 
http://evanparker.com/biography.php. 

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Mark Gilbert, “Evan Parker,” Grove Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed Dec. 12, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/J345900. 

10. Lake and Stubley, “Evan Parker – Biography.”
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experiment with techniques such as overblowing harmonics, multiphonics, cross-fingerings, 

circular breathing, and split-tonguing (a technique where the performer moves the tongue up and 

down in such a way as to strike the reed on both up and down-strokes).11 Parker says that for 

him, the use of such techniques comes not analytically but intuitively, and he suggests the 

importance of a “kind of trance-state” during his improvisations.12 Some observers began draw 

comparisons between Parker's work and that of minimalist composer Steve Reich, due to 

characterizations of Parker's music as including “repeated motifs, accomplished by the addition 

and subtraction of notes, and by rhythmic, timbral, and dynamic variation.”13 From the 1980s 

through the 1990s, Parker worked with free jazz and avant-garde musicians such as pianists 

Cecil Taylor and Paul Bley, percussionist Rashied Ali, and saxophonists Anthony Braxton and 

Steve Lacy. The 1990s to the present have also seen Parker experiment more with electronics in 

his solo and other musics. In 1990 he released Hall of Mirrors,14 featuring improvisation with 

live electronics, and in 1991 he released the album Process and Reality,15 the first in which he 

experimented with multi-tracking. In 1994 Parker gave a series of concerts in various cities for 

his 50th birthday celebration, which resulted in recordings of critical acclaim, such as the London 

concerts featuring the Parker and Alex Schlippenbach trios. Parker's future plans involve 

“exploring further possibilities in electronics and the development of his solo music.”16

11. Gilbert, “Evan Parker.”

12. Ibid.

13. Ibid.

14. Evan Parker and Walter Prati, Hall of Mirrors, recorded at FX Studios, Milan, MM&T Records, 1990.

15. Evan Parker, Process and Reality, recorded by Jost Gerbers May 18th and 19th, 1991, Berlin, FMP/Free 
Music Production, 1991.

16. Gilbert, “Evan Parker.”
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Music

Evan Parker is the progenitor of the post-avant garde approach to saxophone playing. 

Since his 1975 album Saxophone Solos, Parker has developed a style dependent on circular 

breathing to create an “uninterrupted flow of sound” and “illusion of polyphony,” inspired both 

by the wide, angular improvisations of John Coltrane, Eric Dolpy and Cecil Taylor, as well as 

“extended duration sounds of amplified strings and controlled feedback being exploited by his 

colleagues Derek Bailey [guitarist] and Hugh Davies [composer and musical instrument 

inventor] in the Music Improvisation Company in the early 1970s.”17  Heavily involved in the 

European avant-garde and free jazz scene, Parker's first album as a leader, The Topography of the

Lungs,18 displayed an aggressive avant-garde style that explored sonic textures through the use of

extended techniques, including squeaks and fluttertongue. However, from the mid-1970s to the 

present Parker began to include circular breathing, incorporating the sheets of sound concept and

influence of late Coltrane into a more melodic style that manipulates harmonics and timbre.19 

Parker cites his desire to create the “illusion of polyphony” through these techniques, and 

stresses the importance of avant-garde jazz musicians, including Coltrane, Eric Dolpy, and 

pianist Cecil Taylor on his music.20 

17. David Borgo, Sync or Swarm: Improvising Music in a Complex Age (New York and London: Continuum, 
2005), 39.

18. Evan Parker, The Topography of the Lungs, Compatible Recording and Publishin, LTD, Incus Records, 
1970.

19. Thomas H. Greenland,  Jazzing: New York's Unseen Scene (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2016), 
45.

20. Borgo, 39.
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Parker's interest in circular breathing began after encountering it in the music of 

saxophonist Roland Kirk, as well as in recordings of traditional African and Middle-Eastern 

musics.21 Parker applied his interest in the use of wide intervals to the practice of circular 

breathing, resulting in a polyphonic experience created by rapid execution—an “illusion of 

exploring up to three distinct registers of the instrument simultaneously.”22 One way that Parker 

achieved this effect of psuedo-polyphony was by sustaining a low-pitched drone with circular 

breathing and interposing overtone fingerings drawn from Sigurd Raschèr's book on the 

saxophone's altissimo register, Top Tones for Saxophone.23 Parker also drew from the drumming 

of certain African musics to inspire his rhythmic use of cross-fingerings, along with inspiration 

for sonic exploration from Bartolozzi's New Sounds for Woodwind.24 Superimposing different 

rhythms across the left and right hands, Parker worked out polyrhthmic fingering patterns in 

what would become another important facet of his unaccompanied playing.25 Throughout the 

1990s his solo work became dependent on circular breathing and techniques including harmonic 

manipulation, multiphonics, polyrhythmic fingerings, and multi-tonguing to create “complex, 

overlapping patterns of sound. . .”26 

Parker's improvisations tend to show greater retention of avant-garde elements than most 

saxophonists who have followed in his footsteps; and they are rarely tonal, though his cells may 

21. Ibid.

22. Ibid.

23. Gilbert, “Evan Parker.”

24. Bruno Bartolozzi, New Sounds for Woodwind (London: Oxford University Press, 1967).

25. Borgo, 39.

26. Ibid., 37.
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create temporary or vague tonal centers. Such tonal centers, when they occur, seem to be of 

secondary importance to sonic and rhythmic exploration. Parker's sonic exploration is consistent 

with the work of other avant-garde jazz musicians, including John Coltrane, Eric Dolphy, Peter 

Brötzmann, and others. Emerging from a free jazz tradition, Parker's solo music is completely 

improvised and free of tonal and harmonic restrictions. Parker is an oft-cited influence on the 

work of younger players within this movement, and at the time of this writing he continues to be 

active as a performer.

“Improvisation for Solo Soprano Saxophone” (2011)

“Improvisation for solo soprano saxophone” is the first of two improvisations captured in 

a 2011 video recorded from a concert in Wels, Austria.27 Running just under 6 minutes, this solo 

exemplifies Parker's approach. The improvisation features constant and furious melodic activity 

that creates a sonic tapestry where each idea evolves into the next—a stream of consciousness—

although there are unifying structural and melodic features that emerge under closer examination.

Musical Example 1 provides a structural analysis of these areas and other important landmarks. 

We will examine the first thematic area in detail before a more general discussion of the 

structural framework and thematic presentation within the improvisation.28

27. Evan Parker, “Evan Parker Monastery Solo – Live at Unlimited 26,” Nov. 11, 2011, Wels, Austria, Youtube 
video, 16:08, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qs3iAgi2sIw.

28. Unless otherwise noted, all pitches used in examples and analysis are written in the key of the saxophone 
and not transposed to concert pitch. This is done with respect to the importance of the music as idiomatic to the 
instrument on which it is performed.
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The first thematic area occurs at the beginning, and features a rhythmic pattern that uses 

three notes with A as the tonal center. The first thematic area, shown in Musical Example 2,  

features a three-beat-long pattern that exemplifies the type of polyrhythms Parker frequently 

incorporates. The three beats are divided into two groups of six 16th-notes, creating a polyrhythm

of 2:3 with C marking the start of each new group. The rearticulation of A with the false 

fingering (shown with an 'x' notehead) enables groupings to be broken down into groups of three 

16th notes, creating a 4:3 polyrhythmic effect. The pattern is interrupted frequently—first by a 

held trill between A and Bb, and then by short interludes featuring a portamento between A to B. 

At the end of the example Parker begins to introduce a different fingering that allows D to sound 

instead of A. The first thematic area ends abruptly when Parker launches into a dense, manic 

development section.

     Musical Example 2: “Improvisation for Solo Soprano Saxophone,” Evan Parker: Theme I

Musical Example 1: “Improvisation for Solo Soprano Saxophone,” Evan Parker: structural 
analysis
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Theme I recurs for the first time at about the 1:08 mark, accompanied by a subito mezzo 

piano.29 Theme II emerges at 1:34, featuring a stepwise descending melody. It is replaced by 

another new theme at 1:48, marked by a crescendo into another subito mezzopiano. For the first 

30 seconds of Theme III Parker creates a wave effect with continually rising and falling 

dynamics. An obvious harmonic shift occurs at 2:50, and for the first time the music rests on a 

tonal sonority—E¨ major. The tonality shifts to C phrygian about 45 seconds later with Theme 

IV. During the development of Theme IV,  Parker uses call and response between different 

registers of the instrument, with the melody oscillating between the first and second octaves of 

the saxophone (from 3:50 to 4:20). Parker gradually crescendos to a fortissimo in what becomes 

the climax of the piece at 4:20. During the last minute Parker reintroduces melodic material 

derived from Themes I and IV, then draws the piece to close, ending with a held A—the tonal 

center of Theme I.

29. Parker, “Evan Parker Monastery Solo – Live at Unlimited 26.”
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Chapter 3: Colin Stetson

Biography/Background

Colin Stetson grew up in Ann Arbor, Michigan, the home of the University of Michigan's 

prestigious saxophone program. Stetson began learning the saxophone at the age of 10, and at 

age 15 was studying with Chris Creviston, now saxophone professor at Arizona State 

University.30 Importantly, Stetson recalls that at the age of 15 Chris Creviston taught him to 

circular breath because it was a “useful tool for the interpretation of classical string music.”31 At 

the University of Michigan Stetson studied with renowned classical saxophonist and pedagogue 

Donald Sinta as well as Roscoe Mitchell,32 a saxophonist associated with free jazz and 

improvised music, and one of the first members of the Chicago-based Association for the 

Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM).33 After graduating from the university in 1997, 

Stetson studied with other icons of free jazz, Henry Threadgill and Steve Adams.34

While in Ann Arbor, Stetson was a founding member of an experimental jazz group 

called the Transmission Trio.35 In the Summer of 1998, the group relocated to the San Francisco 

30. Louis Pattison, “Colin Stetson: Recommended this Month: Bon Iver's Radical Saxman Goes It Alone,” 
Uncut, May 2013, 12.

31. Imran Khan, “Colin All Arms: An Interview with Colin Stetson,” Pop Matter, accessed Oct. 6, 2016, 
http://www.popmatters.com/post/174578-colin-all-arms-an-interview-with-colin-stetson. 

32. Steve Huey, “About Colin Stetson,” Sonic Bird, accessed May 24, 2017, https://www.sonicbids.com/band/
colinstetson. 

33. Barry Kernfield,  “Roscoe Mitchell,” Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed May 24, 
2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/J304400. 

34. Huey, “About Colin Stetson.”

35. Ibid.
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Bay Area in what would be a fateful move for Stetson's career. Stetson and the trio's bassist Eric 

Perney were soon hired for a recording gig with Tom Waits, which led to later work with the rock

artist.36 Appearances on the albums Alice (2002) and Blood Money (2002) led to a performance 

on The Late Show with David Letterman.37 In 2003 Stetson released his first album as a leader, 

Slow Decent, a quintet recording of free and experimental jazz.

Stetson relocated to Montreal in 2007, and in 2008 released the first album in his 

acclaimed trilogy, New History Warfare Vol. I. The album saw the beginning of Stetson's matured

style of solo playing, dependent on harmonic manipulation and circular breathing. New History 

Warfare Vol. II was released in 2011, with Vol. II appearing in 2013. The release of Vol. II further 

expanded his reach and listenership when he was named on the official short list for Canada's 

illustrious Polaris Music Prize in 2011, a feat he repeated with Vol. III.38 The prize “annually 

honours and rewards artists who produce Canadian music albums of distinction . . . [and] without

regard to musical genre or commercial popularity.”39 Nonetheless, the prize tends to be oriented 

towards popular music, and Stetson's recognition by the organization is an indicator of his reach 

outside of high art. Stetson paired his style of solo playing with that of his partner violinist Sarah 

Neufeld of Arcade Fire in a 2015 album entitled Never Were the Way She Was.40 Most recently, in

2016 Stetson released his groundbreaking re-arrangement of Gorecki's Third Symphony, called 

36. Steve Huey, “Transmission,” All Music, accessed May 30, 2017, 
http://www.allmusic.com/artist/transmission-mn0001923718/biography.

37. Huey, “About Colin Stetson.”

38. Max Mertens, “Saxophonist Colin Stetson Enlists Bon Iver's Justin Vernon for Heavy New Album,” 
Rolling Stone, April 23, 2013, accessed May 30, 2017, http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/saxophonist-colin-
stetson-enlists-bon-ivers-justin-vernon-for-heavy-new-album-20130429.

39. “Polaris Music Prize: About Polaris,” accessed Oct. 12, 2016, http://polarismusicprize.ca/about.

40. Colin Stetson and Sarah Neufeld, Never Were the Way She Was, Montreal: Constellation Records, 2015.
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Sorrow: A Reimagining of Gorecki's 3rd Symphony.41 The adaption includes the addition of 

electric guitars, rock drums, and electronics, and features stylistic elements of electronic music 

and black metal.42

Music

The music of saxophonist Colin Stetson exemplifies post avant-garde solo saxophone 

music as it currently exists, and he is an important and influential figure in its development.  His 

extensive and mature work in the genre is notable for his employment of eclectic genres 

including rock, metal, American folk song and Gospel, and for his use of creative miking and 

mixing techniques. Stetson speaks of his musical influences in an interview: 

I don’t think of my pieces as sound experiments or some sort of abstraction on timbre and
colour. To me they’re very clearly songs. They’re not necessarily consciously based in the
world of American folksongs, or prewar gospel music, but I do listen to an enormous 
amount of that repertoire alongside many classical composers and metal. My diet consists
of a lot of highly melodic music and that informs the melodies that come to me when I’m 
creating.43

Stetson's use of harmonic manipulation has roots in rock and the sounds of distorted guitars. In 

an interview for MusicWorks magazine, the author suggests a link between Stetson's music and 

rock, characterizing his music in dramatic terms: “phantom tones and textural disturbances 

careen into the foreground, obscuring the saxophone in a molten shroud of sculpted acoustic 

feedback and distortion.”44 Stetson notes, “I grew up listening to Hendrix more than anything 

41. Colin Stetson, Sorrow: A Reimaginging of Gorecki's Third Symphony, Brooklyn, NY: Boosey and Hawkes /
PWM Edition, 2016.

42. Steve Heuy, “Colin Stetson,” All Music, accessed Dec. 21, 2016, http://www.allmusic.com/artist/colin-
stetson-mn0000636213/biography. 

43. Nick Storring, “Colin Stetson's Sound Story,” accessed Oct. 6, 2016, https://www.musicworks.ca/featured-
article/featured-article/colin-stetsons-sound-story.

44. Ibid.



22

else.”45 Importantly, Stetson's gritty sound is purely acoustic and unprocessed, though the signals 

are mixed carefully to bring out certain characteristics at certain times, with results similar in 

effect to trumpeter Nate Wooley's “post-electronic acoustic music,” where electronic music 

effects are simulated through acoustic (and electro-acoustic) means.46

Stetson's music has also been effective in bringing contemporary saxophone music to a 

much wider audience by concertizing in a wide variety of venue types, including those not 

generally oriented towards jazz or classical, but rather rock and pop. In the company of other 

bands and musical acts of various genres, including rock and pop, this national attention helped 

to further expand Stetson's audience beyond the usual limits of jazz or classical.

Stetson is notable and unique among his contemporaries in his use of studio and mixing 

techniques. In an interview with Stetson discussing his album New History Warfare Volume II: 

Judges, Stetson talks about the role of miking and of the recording space itself on the album: 

I recorded this in Montreal's Hotel2Tango, and it's a big and beautiful space. And in terms
of the microphones we used, yes, I think they were up to 24 on certain tracks; 
microphones inside of the instrument. There's microphones that are contact mikes applied
to the instrument and others that are, you know, just a whole web of them peripherally all 
around it and then even one attached to my throat.47

Colin Stetson's work is also unique for his use of creative mixing, where even auxiliary sounds 

such as breath noise are featured as a part of the music. “Everything that I do is intended to be 

the music. So the breathing is all part of that. [. . .] Especially with the way that I envision all this

music and the way I capture it, really capturing all the different sounds that are there.”48 

45. Ibid.

46. John McCowen, “Solo Breath” (MA thesis, Mills College, 2016).

47. All Things Considered, “Colin Stetson: Horn of Plenty,” aired on April 15, 2011, on NPR, accessed Oct. 12,
2016, http://www.npr.org/2011/04/16/135415563/colin-stetson-horn-of-plenty.

48. Ibid.
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Frequently, the mix of microphones in and around the instrument changes throughout the course 

of the a song—for example, to bring out key clicks towards the end of “Among the Sef.”49

Stetson's New History Warfare trilogy is also programmatic music, which is another 

aspect of his work that sets him apart from his contemporaries. Vol. II tells the story of an island 

castaway: 

It's just a story of single person, classic castaway scenario. Wakes up on a beach alone 
and . . . I refer to this herd of eyeless horses as the judges, and you find yourself awake 
and alone on a strange shore, a strange place and you hear and see a rumbling. In my 
mind, the horses in that scene, they're the embodiment; they're a metaphor for fear.50

“A Dream of Water,” Colin Stetson

Stetson is best known for his “New History Warfare” album trilogy, which to date 

represents the bulk of his mature unaccompanied solo work, and features a broad story arc that 

spans the three albums. Stetson speaks of the narrative as a “modern mythology” that runs from 

birth to death, and features a “non-religious concept of afterlife.”51 He briefly outlines the 

narrative of the work:

The first one is that story of people who have been living at sea for generations. In my 
mind, all memory on land is forgotten, and becomes almost stuff of legend. When Vol. 2 
starts, it's to a singular perspective and follows one person actually arriving on that 
mythic base. And the third one is much more expansive, it's much more of an epic. It's a 
war story. It's finding your way to this shining beacon on the mountaintop. Without going
too far into this very specific narrative, to me, in broader, more thematic terms, it's 
dealing with death. Overarchingly, it's about the relationship between death and love 
conceptually, and how the meaning of both of those are contingent on the presence of the 
other. Ultimately, the idea of the title track is talking about exploring our instinctual need 

49. Colin Stetson, New History Warfare Volume III: To See More Light, Montreal: Constellation Records, 2013.

50. “Colin Stetson: Horn of Plenty.” 

51. Pattison, “Colin Stetson: Recommended this Month: Bon Iver's Radical Saxman Goes It Alone.”
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for the wish fulfillment of an eternity, or an afterlife and once that's turned on it can't be 
turned off again once we've spun around that need.52

“A Dream of Water” is a roughly 3-minute long piece from Colin Stetson's New History 

Vol. II: Judges. It differs from most of the tracks on the album in its inclusion of a spoken vocal 

part, performed by American avant-garde musician Laurie Anderson accompanied by Stetson on 

the alto saxophone.

In Musical Example 3, taken from the beginning of the piece, Stetson introduces a 

background of rapid arpeggios, with an overtone fingering used to produce C5. (Filled in notes 

represent the fingered notes, and open notes represent the harmonic or sounding pitch.) The use 

of this fingering re-articulates C5 without a tongued articulation. Stetson uses quintuplets 

spanning C4 to C5, with an arrival of C on every half beat. Starting with the measure before 

Rehearsal A, Stetson adds a descending base line of E, D, C. A descending base line of F, E, C is 

used in response throughout the first section of this piece (the descent of F to E is shown in the 

52. Paula Mejia, “Interview: Colin Stetson,” Consequence of Sound, April 30, 2013, accessed Dec. 28, 2016, 
http://consequenceofsound.net/2013/04/interview-colin-stetson. 

Musical Example 3: “A Dream of Water,” Colin Stetson
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sixth measure). Stetson occasionally uses harmonic manipulation as an expressive ornament 

during this section of the piece, embellishing arpeggios by sounding higher harmonics.

The structural form of “A Dream of Water” is A-B-A-B'-C-D, with the saxophone part 

using repetition to create a textural accompaniment to the recited text and providing the simple 

harmonic framework. There is no articulated chordal third until measure three, where C major is 

established. A modal shift occurs at rehearsal B (also the structural B section), where Stetson 

moves to a first-inversion C minor chord with a i6-iv-i motion over the course of three measures. 

D¨ major, the ¨II, is also introduced in this section, setting a phrygian tone that is important 

throughout the rest of the piece. A repeat of the A section and an extended B section ensue, with 

a vamp between C minor and D¨ Major used to create tension and prepare for the key change to 

D¨ major (expressed enharmonically as C© major in my transcription). The final two structural 

areas C and D are a transposed variation of A and B. As before, the mode shifts to the parallel 

minor, and again makes use of the phrygian ¨2-1 motion to create tension and to vamp at the end 

of the piece; the piece ends abruptly on ¨2.

“Judges,” Colin Stetson

The title track of New History Vol. II: Judges is based on an ostinato in 7/8, shown in the 

Musical Example 4. The harmonic makeup of “Judges” is tonal, though the ostinato itself is 

slightly ambiguous in its expression of the home key D minor, with G recurring on beat seven of 

each measure instead of the chordal third F. This is related to the physicality of performing the 

ostinato itself in this very endurance-dependent music. The G to D movement seems to create a 

greater acoustic snap than an F to D would. The aesthetic balance of the ostinato itself may be 
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best served by the use of G. It also can be heard as a plagal movement, suggestive of gospel or 

popular music.

The piece has an AABA form, though it also includes an introduction that occurs before 

the initial A statement and again after the B section. Stetson uses harmonic manipulation as a 

sonic effect throughout the piece, easing in and out of the first couple partials of the constantly-

moving fundamentals. However, it is the passage shown in measures 3-10 of the introductory 

material where Stetson manipulates harmonics in a specific way. While the production of the 

transcribed harmonic pitches shown in Musical Example 4 are somewhat dependent on Stetson's 

particular bass saxophone, he repeats the same pitches at the beginning of the piece and when the

material recurs before the final A section, entrenching it as a fixture of the piece. 

The entire piece is performed while circular breathing without pause. Stetson uses his 

usual style of singing while playing to add an additional voice to the texture. However, the vocal 

part is not a prominent melodic feature, but more of an accompanying counterpoint to the 

continuous saxophone line with its exploration of harmonic manipulation. Harmonically the A 

sections are mostly static, featuring a cadential motion of ¨VII-¨VI, used in effect as a 

subdominant to dominant movement in D minor.

Musical Example 4: “Judges,” Colin Stetson: Introduction
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The B section maintains the same general tempo, but has a different rhythmic character 

and meter from the A sections. Beginning at measure 64 of the provided transcription (see 

Appendix B), Stetson moves to duple meter, which I have realized as a 4/4. The notes of the 

triplet-based ostinato of the B section move more quickly than that of the A sections, though the 

driving energy is replaced by an airy, almost out-of-time feel. The vocal melody changes 

character from a loud barrage of short notes practically screamed through the instrument to a 

softer, lyrical melody. Tonally, the music has shifted to the relative F major. While the harmonic 

movement of the B section is also static, Stetson moves between I and V6, and sometimes I-V6-vi

to create motion. An excerpt from the B section is shown in Musical Example 5.

The B section reaches a cadential high point with an extended expression of V6, shown in 

Musical Example 6. The figure is repeated many times, with Stetson using harmonic 

manipulation liberally by the climax. He reaches a peak around the 4th and 5th partials and tapers 

off. In a deceptive cadential movement he then returns to the introduction in D minor. The 

      Musical Example 5: “Judges,” Colin Stetson: measures 94–105
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contour of this harmonic-manipulative activity is shown graphically in Musical Example 6. The 

piece ends abruptly not in D minor or F major, but in a tertiary move to the ¨VI, B¨.

Musical Example 6: “Judges,” Colin Stetson: measures 111 – 112
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Chapter 4: Influence on New Music

“r/evolution,” (2015) by Gordon Fitzell

“r/evolution” (2015) is a piece for solo saxophone written by Canadian composer Gordon

Fitzell. As a composer and performer, Fitzell is involved with music that “utilizes live 

electronics, live video projection, improvisation, and graphic scores.”53 The piece was 

commissioned by Montreal-based saxophonist Tommy Davis, with whom Fitzell worked with 

the goal of producing a work that is idiomatic for the tenor saxophone. According to information 

published on saxopen.com, the piece was to be written according to the following guidelines and 

parameters:

This piece will investigate further the possibilities of the tenor saxophone in a solo 
setting, specifically transitions in timbre and texture as the performer transitions between 
key-clicks, key-clicks with air, sub-tone, normal-tone and articulations such as slap-
tongue, tongue-ram, staccato and accents. More lyrical passages with pitch alterations 
such as bisbigliandi and vibrato will contrast the rhythmic sections, which will consist of 
contracting and expanding scalular [sic] and arpeggiated figurations, starting from small 
fragments and eventually expanding to utilize the altissimo range as well. These repeated 
scalular and arpeggiated figures will be connected by long circular breathing passages 
and will utilize new over-tone and false fingering techniques as well as growling and 
fluttertongue, similar to techniques used by Evan Parker (UK) and Colin Stetson 
(Canada) to develop the piece.54

Tommy Davis's artistic emphasis is on the performance of new solo and chamber music, 

and he focuses on pieces involving electronics and improvisation.55 The interest of both 

composer and performer in electronic music and improvisation is important to the interpretation 

53. Tommy Davis, “r/evolution for Solo Tenor Saxophone,” performed at the 17th World Saxophone Congress 
and Festival, July 12, 2015, Sax Open, accessed Oct. 17, 2016, http://webtv.saxopen.com/event/revolution-for-solo-
tenor-saxophone.

54. Ibid.

55. Tommy Davis, “Tommy Davis–Bio,” accessed June 6, 2017, http://www.tommysaxophone.com/bio. 
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of “r/evolution,” with the composer's liberal allowance for improvisation and stated influence of 

“electro-acoustic sounds”56—characteristics which the piece has in common with the post avant-

garde tradition.

In the performance notes Fitzell states that any type of saxophone may be used for 

performance of the piece,57 with Davis ultimately choosing tenor for his performances. Tommy 

notes that for performances on a saxophone other than tenor, the techniques would have to be 

slightly adapted, and the character would “change immensely depending on the chosen horn.”58 

Regardless of the particular saxophone, the quality of being idiomatic to the instrument is 

manifested by the assortment of techniques including slap tongue and tongue-ram, which are in 

wide use on the saxophone and executable on few other instruments. Harmonic manipulation by 

altering the oral cavity is easily done (if not easily controlled) on the saxophone. The melodic 

content is also easily performed on the saxophone: scalar lines are in keys favorable to the 

instrument and they seldom cross the octave break, allowing for maximal speed.

Improvisation plays a large role in the performance of “r/evolution.” In the performance 

notes provided with the score, Fitzell says that “although the score is detailed in certain ways, it 

is but a rudimentary map of the piece. Particularly as regards tone modifications and 

random/false fingerings, a considerable degree of freedom and creativity rests with the player. 

Interpretation of these score elements is intended to be somewhat liberal and highly personal.”59 

Fitzell also indicates “bursts” of activity, illustrated by graphic squiggles above the staff 

56. Davis, “r/evolution for Solo Tenor Saxophone.”

57. Gordon Fitzell, r/evolution (Winnipeg, Manitoba: self-published, 2015).

58. Tommy Davis, Email message to author, Dec. 29, 2016.

59. Fitzell, r/evolution.
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(Musical Example 7). This is one example where greater freedom is afforded the performer. The 

composer describes these as sudden brief flourishes of “multifarious activity” intended to be 

“eclectic bursts of wild energy,” and which allow the performer some interpretative freedom:

Bursts involve rapid, frenetic, sometimes simultaneous combinations of sounds, including
elements beyond those noted in the score. These elements include: squeaks, harmonics, 
multiphonics, vocalizations, key clicks, slaps, flutter-tonguing, breath sounds, 
double/triple tonguing and other tongue/lip sounds, as well as other quasi-improvised 
extended performance techniques. . . bursts are to be expressed as single unified 
gestures.60

Davis talked about the role of improvisation and personal exploration involved in preparing the 

piece: “I was using these sounds in improvisation performance settings as well as in the practice 

room, trying out different ideas on my own as well. When anyone approaches the piece, there is 

always a certain amount of improvisation as they search for the techniques that they will use to 

navigate the piece.”61

Musical Example 7: “r/evolution,” Gordon Fitzell: events 7 and 8

60. Ibid.

61. Davis, Email message.
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Fitzell also notes the importance of circular breathing throughout, and the “fluidity of co-

presentation and transformation across these techniques . . .”62 He uses letters to instruct the 

performer which tone-modifying technique to use, and when used in conjunction indicates 

priority according to printed order. Musical Example 7 shows a combination HG (used 

frequently through the piece to represent harmonics and growl/vocalization, respectively) 

notated over the staff. An indication (T) for “teeth on reed” is also shown in the example, and 

used parenthetically to indicate a “slight and/or occasional trace of this type.”63 The second 

system in Musical Example 7 shows a gradual decrescendo transitioning to air noise—indicated 

by the appearance of AH. Key clicks are emphasized in conjunction with air noise at the end of 

the example. Fitzell also describes the use of “squeaks” in his performance notes, which he 

indicates with triangular note heads. He defines this effect as a “combination of various teeth-on-

reed squeaks and more conventionally produced ultrahigh notes, as indicated by the letter type 

designation.”64 Lastly, there is tone modification achieved through the use of subtone (where the 

lower jaw is pulled back to produce a fuzzy tone). The degree of modification through these 

effects is to some extent left to the performer; though Fitzell sometimes shows general changes, 

such as a marking of (low harm.) → (high harm.).

The piece draws from the use of techniques employed by Stetson and Parker, including 

circular breathing, harmonic manipulation, and others, though the melodic content is somewhat 

divergent from their work. The ostinati and repeated patterns used by these artists tend to feature 

skips which suggest some harmony or tonal area. In the case of “r/evolution,” many patterns are 

62. Ibid.

63. Fitzell, r/evolution.

64. Ibid.
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scalar, such as one that occurs variously from C3 – B¨2 up to B3 – B¨2 (see Musical Example 7). 

While a running time of the piece is not provided in the score, Davis's premier 

performance runs approximately 11 and a half minutes.65 The nature of the specific pitch content 

is left up to the performer, with the many headless stems and triangle noteheads meant to be 

approximations. Repeated patterns notated in the score are relatively open-ended, with the 

number of repetitions indicated by a relative amount of space between new musical events. 

Fitzell notes that “a greater density of events than notated is often intended.”66 Some sections 

later in the piece are governed by an allotted approximate number of seconds, always with 

additional time given for improvised transitions in between, as shown in Musical Example 8. 

Musical Example 8: “r/evolution,” Gordon Fitzell: events 15 and 16

65. Davis, “r/evolution for Solo Tenor Saxophone.”

66. Fitzell, r/evolution.
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Davis addresses the variability and freedom in interpretation of event lengths, explaining 

that they are “based on the resonance of the room, the ability and endurance of the 

performer. . .”67 He goes on to speak specifically about how to interpret the events shown in 

Musical Example 8: “Starting in system 15, this section was intended to be improvised based on 

the indications of the circles. The material is meant to blend from one to another, which is why 

Gordon specified such long transitions between each set of material. It gives the performer a 

chance to start blending the sounds and moving slowly between the material provided.”68 These 

transitions again speak to the considerable role of improvisation in this area of the piece. Some 

of these improvisatory sections provide a range within which the melodic content should occur, 

as in the second system of Musical Example 8. In this particular example Fitzell asks the 

performer to create a “dense, pointillistic texture of slaps,” varying in dynamics from p to mf, 

and transitioning from angular to “some consecutive repetitions of notes.”69 Other sections 

similarly focus on particular tone modifications such as bisbigliando, or provide short ideas such 

as those shown in Musical Example 9. At Event 22 the piece begins a build to the climax,70 with 

Fitzell providing a melodic contour upon which improvisation is based. Here the performer 

makes use of a panoply of techniques, including random/false fingerings, harmonic 

manipulation, growling, multiphonics, teeth-on-reed, and fluttertongue (see Musical Example 

10).

67. Davis, Email message.

68. Ibid.

69. Fitzell, r/evolution.

70. Davis, Email message.
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Musical Example 9: “r/evolution,” Gordon Fitzell: events 17 and 18

Musical Example 10: "r/evolution," Gordon Fitzell: transition and musical event 22

Fitzell and Davis have created a version of the piece, still in development, that is 

accompanied by an electronic part. In the debut performance of this version with electronics, 

Davis's tenor saxophone was miked using “close miking techniques,” using microphones on the 

bell, contact mics, an SP58 for breath sounds, and an overhead condenser (markedly similar to 

miking techniques employed by Colin Stetson). Speaking of the results of this experiment, Davis

notes the significant difference in the sound of the piece generally, and that “the electronics 

version is really about amplification and balance of the amplified sound with the live sound with 

a small amount of processing added in throughout.”71

71. Ibid.
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“Ali” (2010), Alex Mincek

“Ali” is a piece for solo alto saxophone written by composer/saxophonist/bass clarinetist 

Alex Mincek. An award-winning composer of contemporary music, Mincek got his start in jazz, 

studying with saxophonist Bunky Green, himself an artist whose work is a cross between 

mainstream hard-bop and the avant-garde. Mincek performed in an avant-garde jazz band called 

“the Zs”, which he founded with fellow saxophonist Sam Hillmer.72 The Zs seems to have much 

in common with some of the work of John Zorn as a cross of avant-garde jazz and improvisation 

with precisely written contemporary music. Mincek's studies took him to Columbia University, 

where he earned graduate degrees in composition. Mincek was named a 2012 Guggenheim 

fellow, and in 2013 he was awarded an Alpert Award in the Arts. He continues to be the artistic 

director and a performer with the Wet Ink Ensemble, a group he founded in 1998 which is 

dedicated to the performance and composition of contemporary music.73

Mincek's approach to harmonics in “Ali” differs from that of Gordon Fitzell's 

“r/evolution” in several ways. Firstly, while “r/evolution” features a great deal of improvisation 

and ad lib. freedom by the performer, everything is precisely notated in “Ali.” The composer 

states in the score notes that “circular breathing is desired, but not required. If the player is 

unable to circular breath h/she may breath ad lib.”74 It is my opinion that much of the first half of 

the piece would loose its sense of continuity without the use of circular breathing. Regardless, 

the sections of music written under long slur marks certainly suggest the protracted, evolving 

72. George Grella Jr., “On the Outside, Looking Out: Alex Mincek,” Music and Literature, April 28, 2016, 
accessed Jan. 2, 2017, http://www.musicandliterature.org/features/2016/5/05/on-the-outside-looking-out-alex-
mincek.

73. Ibid.

74. Alex Mincek, Ali (New York: Project Schott New York, 2010).
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phrases and styling of Evan Parker. “Ali” seems to draw on the work of Evan Parker, and indeed 

the composer mentions him while talking about his favorite jazz musicians. In a discussion about

his jazz background, Mincek speaks of some of his favorite jazz musicians: “he deeply admires 

the music of Roscoe Mitchell, Braxton, and Evan Parker. Those last three can fairly be identified 

as jazz musicians, but their work goes far beyond that. Parker’s way of improvising and working 

with sound constitutes its own idiom . . .”75 Mincek's use of cross-fingerings seems particularly  

influenced by Parker's music. Throughout the work he instructs the performer to use various 

auxiliary keys in conjunction with regular fingerings. From the beginning of the piece, Mincek 

introduces some of these auxiliary fingerings, as shown in Musical Example 11. The addition of 

low B¨, palm D#, and palm D natural, alters the notated pitches to produce linear microtonal 

melodies. 

Musical Example 11: “Ali,” Alex Mincek: measures 1-4

This texture of cascading notes is frequently punctuated by fortissimo attacks lasting only

a few notes before a sudden return to piano. While most of the piece is performed at piano, stabs 

of fortissimo occur for longer durations as the music progresses. “Ali” changes character in 

several ways as it unfolds. While the first couple pages stay in 5/4, eighth-note based time 

75. George Grella Jr., “On the Outside, Looking Out: Alex Mincek.”
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signatures are increasingly common as the rhythmic content becomes more complex. Taken from

the middle of the piece, Musical Example 12 is an intermediary point of development, as more 

metric complexity is introduced along with slap tongue. Aside from meter changes, rhythmic 

variety becomes more prevalent through tuplet groupings in the example (tuplets of six, eleven, 

and five are shown here). Slap tongue usage increases and multiphonics become an important 

feature as the piece reaches a melodically disjunct climax. 

Also notable in Musical Examples 11 and 12 are the arpeggiated gestures that capitalize 

on “long” fingerings (for example, holding down a low B¨ but producing overtones of that note). 

In Musical Example 11 Mincek incorporates overtones of low B¨ into arpeggios; overtones of 

low B, C, and C© are similarly used in Musical Example 12. Whether by design or not, the timing

of these fingerings produces a poly-rhythmic effect: in Musical Example 12, the sextuplets are 

broken into two groups, and every fourth note of the 11-let is articulated by the use of these 

fingerings. Such fingering schemes are idiomatic to the saxophone, and fall quite naturally 

“under the fingers.” And importantly, such gestures are very similar to those used extensively by 

Stetson as shown in “A Dream of Water.” 
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The last few systems of the piece move further away from the texture of running notes, 

becoming yet more rhythmicized by tuplets. The speed of the tuplets have slowed by this point: 

the composer features eighth and 16th-note-based groupings over those based on 32nd-notes. The 

melodic content becomes maximally disjunct and pointillistic, as shown in Musical Example 13. 

Articulation has also been transformed throughout the duration of the piece, with the expansive, 

unarticulated lines of the beginning replaced by accents and ubiquitous slap tongue—though 

quick flourishes of slurred notes with auxiliary fingerings occasionally reappear. Mincek returns 

to this idea at the very end of the piece, repeating a particular flourish several times until a fade 

to niente. Shown in Musical Example 14, this passage is particularly interesting for its extensive 

Musical Example 12: “Ali,” Alex Mincek: page 3, first and second systems

Musical Example 13: “Ali,” Alex Mincek: page 5, second system
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utilization of rhythmic cross-fingerings. The second measure is particularly rhythmic: the fingers 

are lifted and replaced systematically, first without the octave key and then with it. The structure 

is performed upwards and then back down, producing a rise and fall with each repetition. The 

pattern is played seven times in its entirety before being truncated in the final measure.

Though Mincek has not employed harmonic manipulation through voicing techniques in 

“Ali,” its commonalities with the post avant-garde are striking. The degree of relative complexity

of the piece is most closely aligned with the work of Evan Parker, while Fitzell's “r/evolution” 

more directly references Colin Stetson's approach. “Ali” features special fingerings similar to 

Parker's cross-fingerings as a defining characteristic of the piece. The resultant microtonal 

melodic contours create a texture that Mincek uses as a structural starting point, introducing 

subito dynamics as a primary tool to create musical interest. Mincek also frequently uses repeats 

of sections throughout, although the nature of repetition is different than that of Parker or 

Stetson. The repeated sections in “Ali” tend to be longer and would not be easily identifiable to 

listeners as such—a contrast to Stetson, who uses very short repeated ostinati, and Parker, whose 

Musical Example 14: "Ali," Alex Mincek: closing
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lines are similar in their timbral characteristics and range, but are usually only a few notes long. 

There are, however, also a handful of counter-examples later in the piece, where similarity to 

Parker is apparent. Such an instance can be seen in Musical Example 15, with the measure of 

7/32 that is repeated five times, employing an added palm D to alter the pitch and timbre.

“Ali” lacks some rhythmic features of Parker and Stetson. Obvious syncopation and 

polyrhythmic ideas present in the music of Parker in particular are not strongly represented, 

though they do occur. Syncopated accents corresponding to subito fortissimo dynamic changes 

are used extensively, while such extreme volume changes are not typical of Parker nor Stetson. 

Rhythmically, the addition of a tempo marking is also notable (see Musical Example 12). Mincek

uses a different style of melodic development than Parker in his “Improvisation for Soprano 

Saxophone.” Parker typically mutates and augments his rhythmic ideas, adding notes to the cycle

or gradually changing the resulting structure note by note. “Ali” is built instead of contrasting 

sections of slurred running notes and articulated, more rhythmic interludes with rests 

interspersed. 

Musical Example 15: “Ali,” Alex Mincek: showing instance of short repeated passage
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Chapter 5: Contemporaries and Related Music

The Solo Saxophone and the Jazz Avant-garde

It is worthwhile to briefly touch on the history of the use of solo, unaccompanied 

saxophone related to the jazz avant-garde, as it comes to bear on the development of post avant-

garde saxophone music. Jazz saxophonists have been recording unaccompanied compositions 

and improvisations at least as early as Coleman Hawkins' Picasso (1948).76 Anthony Braxton, 

associated with the avant-garde and free jazz movements, began doing unaccompanied 

recordings in the late 1960s,77 with Evan Parker following in the mid-1970s with Saxophone 

Solos (1976) and Monoceros (1978). Another notable artist within free jazz and the avant-garde 

is John Zorn, whose oeuvre has included improvised avant-garde saxophone music beginning 

with The Classic Guide to Strategy (1983, 1986).78 In recent years, soprano saxophonist Sam 

Newsome has released albums of inventive solo saxophone music that is compositionally-based, 

such as Blue Soliloquy (2009), in which he incorporates many fingered multiphonics into 

melodic structures. However it is the improvisational music of Braxton and Zorn that is more 

closely aligned with the development of  the post avant-garde style. From the 1960s through the 

80s, these and other saxophonists developed a tradition of improvisational solo saxophone music 

in jazz, and it was during this period when free jazz was developed and arguably at its historical 

apex, that Evan Parker developed the foundations of his particular style of solo improvisation.

76. Coleman Hawkins, Picasso, Giants of Jazz, 1992.

77. Anthony Braxton, For Alto, Delmark Records, 1969.

78. John Brackett, “John Zorn,” Grove Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed June 16, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2225901.
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Within the bounds of classical art music, there are examples that could have cross-

pollinated with the post avant-garde, or at least arose from shared roots. Most notable are the 

solo saxophone etudes by Christian Lauba. Written between 1992 and 1994, Lauba's Neuf Etudes

are his most famous works for saxophone, though the composer has continued to write 

challenging repertoire in this style. Lauba's music typically utilizes circular breathing and other 

extended techniques, though it differs from the post avant-garde in its lack of repetition and 

harmonic manipulation. Nonetheless, modernist and avant-garde stylistic approaches are 

frequently employed by Lauba in his solo saxophone music as early as Hard (1988) for tenor 

saxophone. Many effects employed by Lauba in this piece are similar to those used by Evan 

Parker and Anthony Braxton, as well as by post avant-garde contemporaries of Stetson and 

Parker.

Contemporaries

Several saxophonists are notable either for adopting the style of Colin Stetson and Evan 

Parker into their own artistic work, or for their own role in the genre's development. Canadian 

baritone saxophonist David Mott was an early contributor to a style of minimalistic solo 

saxophone playing to which Colin Stetson is the apparent heir. Mott has performed entire 

concerts on unaccompanied baritone saxophone since the 1970s, and developed a style of slowly 

unfolding improvised and composed music that makes use of circular breathing, multiphonics,  

microtones, and “vocal modulation” (what I have referred to  in this document as harmonic 

manipulation).79 Mott uses these techniques to create a polyphonic “illusion of a saxophone 

79. “David Mott Music – music,” accessed Dec. 26, 2016, http://www.davidmottmusic.com. 
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ensemble.”80 His website states that his solo work “covers a spectrum of sound from complex 

cyclical figuration over which continual timbral and harmonic shifts evolve, to elegantly nuanced

and inflected single pitches reminiscent of the haunting music of the shakuhachi.”81 Mott has 

taught composition at Canada's York University since 1978, where he has been influential in the 

development of various young saxophone artist-composers.82

American saxophonist Nick Zoulek's solo music shows many similarities to that of 

Stetson in particular, and he is a notable composer in this style. In an Email correspondence, 

Nick references the idiomatic quality of his music to the saxophone, saying that “finding a voice 

specific to the sax has been important to me.” Nick also mentions the importance of 

improvisation to his studies, remarking that it “galvanized the solo things that I was working on.”

Nick came primarily from an avant-garde perspective, and cites his early interest in Ned 

Rothenberg, John Zorn, Anthony Braxton, Mats Gustaffsson, and Peter Brötzman.83 He released 

his album “Rushing Past Willow” in 2016, featuring original solo music firmly within the bounds

of the post avant-garde tradition,84 and also performs in a duo with saxophonist Tommy Davis 

called Duo d'Entre-Deux.85

80. Ibid.

81. Ibid.

82. See Jasna Jovicevic Pusztai, “Investigation into the Professional Creative Process of Composing, 
Performing, and Recording Original Music” (MA thesis, York University, June 2008); Paul Newman, “Music for 
Solo Saxophone Performance,” (MA thesis, York University, April 2010).

83. Nick Zoulek, Email message to author, October 10, 2016.

84. Nick Zoulek, Rushing Past Willow, Bowling Green, OH: Innovia Recordings, 2016.

85. “Nick Zoulek – Saxophonist,” accessed June 19, 2016, http://www.nickzoulek.com. 
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Tenor saxophone quartet Battle Trance applies some of these concepts to a chamber 

music environment. The music from their 2016 release Blade of Love has roots in minimalism 

and the avant-garde, relying on circular breathing to create long soundscapes that explore 

interplay between the four voices, tied together by simple melodic and harmonic content.86 

Notably, the quartet uses jazz sound concepts and sensibilities as opposed to classical, 

strengthening the association between their music and free-jazz and jazz avant-garde traditions. 

According to press materials from “Blade of Love,” their music exists “in the cracks between 

contemporary classical music, avant-garde jazz, black metal, ambient, and world music.”87 The 

saxophonists in the group, Travis Laplante, Patrick Breiner, Matt Nelson, and Jeremy Viner also 

have their own solo projects that make use of post avant-garde concepts.

British Saxophonist John Butcher has been active in European jazz and avant-garde 

circles since the 1980s. Leaving his career in physics to pursue music in 1982, Butcher has 

released over 10 albums of solo saxophone music, experimenting variously with the possibilities 

of multi-tracking, close-miking, amplification, saxophone-controlled feedback, and “extreme 

acoustics.”88 Butcher seeks to “engage with the uniqueness of place,” demonstrated by his 2008 

album “Resonant Spaces”, which features a collection of site-specific solo performances.89 

Butcher has collaborated with Evan Parker and his cohort guitarist Derek Bailey,90 and the 

86. Battle Trance, Blade of Love, New Amsterdam Records, 2016, CD.

87. “Battle Trance 'Palace of Wind' LP,” NNA Tapes, accessed Dec. 27, 2016, http://nnatapes.com/available-
releases/battle-trance-palace-of-wind-lp.

88. “John Butcher – Biography,” John Butcher, accessed Dec. 27, 2016, 
http://www.johnbutcher.org.uk/Biog.html. 

89. Ibid.

90. Ibid.
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evidence of influence is striking: a 2012 solo performance recording shows Butcher using 

multiphonics and slowly-morphing harmonic structures sustained through circular breathing to 

create a sonic tapestry similar to those of Parker.91 

Another related artist is Ned Rothenberg, who is known for his solo and ensemble music 

performed on alto saxophone, clarinet, bass clarinet, and shakuhachi flute. Active in new music 

and free improvisation since the late 1970s, Rothenberg describes his music on his website: “A 

strong underlying element of his instrumental voice is the extension of the woodwind language 

to incorporate polyphony and accurate microtonal organization through the use of multiphonics, 

circular breathing and overtone control, using his horns not only in a normal melodic role but 

also as rhythmic and harmonic engines in both solo and ensemble contexts.”92 Rothenberg has 

also been involved with avant-garde musicians including Evan Parker and John Zorn,93 and has 

recorded two duet albums with Evan Parker.94

There are two saxophonists whose unaccompanied performances have garnered attention 

in recent years for their incorporation of various “extended techniques” as a part of a vocabulary 

fundamental to their music. Pedrosaxo and Derek Brown are well-known for incorporating beat-

boxing into saxophone performance, in realizations that range from serious art music to 

renditions of pop music. Derek Brown's music tends to center around the use of slap tongue and 

other effects, including singing (primarily not through the saxophone). Brown also uses a ring on

91. John Butcher, “John Butcher – Highwire Gallery, Philadelphia, May 26, 2012, Philadelphia, PA, Youtube 
video, 14:51, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tW94q12WPVM. 

92. “Extended Biography,” Ned Rothenberg, accessed Jan. 9, 2017, http://www.nedrothenberg.com/ 
short&extended_biography.html. 

93. Ibid.

94. “Ned Rothenberg – Recordings,” accessed June 19, 2017, http://www.nedrothenberg.com/recordings.html. 
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his right-hand thumb to strike the saxophone itself for an added percussive effect. Brown's 

repertoire is commercially oriented, performing short renditions of popular songs, jazz, and 

original pieces.

Pedrosaxo makes use of many of the same techniques as his contemporaries, though with 

some differences is style. His music features circular breathing as an occasional stylistic tool, 

though not as a foundational technique. He also makes some use of harmonic manipulation, and 

much of his music demonstrates attributes of minimalism. His piece “Jeudi” features sections in 

which he rapidly arpeggiates harmonies which, as in Stetson's music, serves to outline functional

progressions borrowed from pop/rock musics.95 Pedrosaxo is set apart by the wide variety of 

extended techniques he employs on the instrument, including air noise and air noise manipulated 

by flutter tongue and various articulations, multiphonics, harmonic manipulation, pitched key 

noise, singing through the instrument as well as vocalization coincidental with pitches produced 

by the saxophone, and incorporation of Tuvan throat singing through the saxophone. For 

Pedrosaxo, the post avant-garde seems to be an artistic approach among several that he employs, 

though the similarities are striking in particular pieces. In examples such as the brief interlude 

“Not by Sight,”96 Pedrosaxo adopts the style Parker and Stetson, weaving a tapestry of quick 

circular-breathed arpeggios behind a backdrop of a vocalized single-line melody.

Christopher Herald and inspired works for solo saxophone

As an artist/composer on the saxophone, the post avant-garde saxophonists discussed in 

this paper have been influential on some of my own output. My works present yet another  

95. Pedrosaxo, Pedrosaxo, co-produced by Jeff Coffin, Ear Up Records, 2013.

96. Ibid.
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perspective on this music, and it is worth examining a couple pieces with the objective of 

presenting a broader picture of the development of the genre, particularly with respect to the 

more minimalism-inspired approach of Colin Stetson. The two pieces I have selected for 

discussion are from a larger concept album still in development, called A Picture in my Mind, 

The work in its entirety seeks to musically describe the scene of a high bluff overlooking the 

ocean, with each piece musically depicting some aspect of this scene. 

“Blink (of the Stars Through the Black of Night)” (2016), Christopher Herald

Written for solo alto saxophone, “Blink” owes much to the style of Colin Stetson in 

particular. With the exception of two caesuras, the piece is performed uninterrupted with circular 

breathing. Additionally, harmonic manipulation is a key component of the piece's construction, 

and is used as a developmental and ornamental tool. Multiphonics and vocalization are of 

secondary importance, used only at the end of the piece to achieve a denser texture. I have 

indicated the use of harmonic manipulation in the score in two ways, to show manipulation that 

is to be exact, as well as manipulation that is more improvisational but may be guided by 

overarching melodic contours. For the former I have written the fundamental pitches normally 

and indicated the desired harmonic pitch with empty diamond noteheads (see Musical Example 

16). Throughout the piece I use an 'H' to indicate use of harmonics generally. Measures 32–36 

show such harmonics written above the fundamental. However, I also employ my own notational

system in conjunction with the written harmonics, indicating the gradual shift to harmonics 

through measure 32, and the shift back to the fundamental in measure 36 by the use of dotted 

crescendi, decrescendi, and straight dotted lines representing continued use of harmonics (all of 

these are shown in Musical Example 16). As noted in measure 32 of Musical Example 16, 
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“higher harmonics” are employed on the D.S., allowing the artist some freedom to realize the 

effect as appropriate.

Musical Example 16: “Blink,” Christopher Herald: measures 18–37

Other areas that employ harmonic manipulation are more improvisational.  Section E of 

the score, excerpted in Musical Example 17, calls for “ad lib. swells” of harmonic manipulation 

throughout, which are meant to be realized improvisationally throughout this rubato interlude 

(and not necessarily aligning with the chord changes).
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Musical Example 17: “Blink,” Christopher Herald: measures 107-113

“Blink” starts with a rubato introduction in the written key of E¨ major, using material 

that recurs later as an interlude. In the style of Stetson and Parker's note-by-note harmonic 

transformations the introduction outlines I-iii6-vi-V7, led by a descending bass from the E¨ tonic 

to the B¨ dominant, and with each change except the move to V7 involving the shifting of a 

single note.97 The piece is based primarily on an ostinato in 7/8, and is similar to that used in 

Stetson's “Judges.” Appearing in measure 18 after the introduction (Musical Example 16), the 

ostinato establishes the relative C minor as a global tonic. “Blink” is comprised of three primary 

sections: the first, which is based on the ostinato; the second in the key of E¨ Major, and the third

in C minor, with the resulting form of Introduction-A-B-A-B-C-Interlude-B-A. Harmonically the

piece is simple, making use of basic diatonic movement. Once the primary C minor ostinato is 

established, the A sections oscillate between C minor and B¨ major, lending the piece a more 

modal than function feel. The A sections in particular, with their limited chordal movement, rely 

on harmonic manipulation to create musical interest.

97.  vi is implied, though it does not contain the chordal third.
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With the arrival of the B sections comes a move to the relative E¨ major. These sections 

are characterized by greater dynamic contrast owing to a recurring subito pianissimo. In 

performance I have used ebbing and flowing dynamic waves corresponding to the oscillating E¨ 

major to D minor movements. As with the introduction, the end of B features a descending bass 

line from E¨ to B¨. The final occurrence of B is extended, ending with a climactic complete B¨7 

chord achieved through harmonic manipulation (see Musical Example 18). Section C is 

harmonically based on A, with its oscillating C minor – B¨ major, here arpeggiated into the 

altissimo range and with an added sixth on the B¨ major chords.

Musical Example 18: “Blink,” Christopher Herald: measures 100-106

Finally, section A returns for an energetic concluding appearance. The C minor ostinato is

reestablished, but additional effects are added for greater density and excitement. Multiphonics 

are added to the ostinato, as well as ad lib. harmonic manipulation. Becoming ever more strident,

simultaneous vocalizations are also added, lending the ostinato further polyphonic complexity. 

The tenor of the piece reaches a fevered pitch before all effects are suddenly dropped from the 

ostinato, which comes to rest finally on a sustained C (shown in Musical Example 19).
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Musical Example 19: “Blink,” Christopher Herald: final A and ending

“Wind (Leaps and Bounds over Golden Heather)” (2016), Christopher Herald

“Wind” is another piece from the set that includes “Blink.” Written in a quick 5/8, 

“Wind” is based on a five-note ostinato that outlines C major with an added sixth. Harmonic 

manipulation and circular breathing are the primary extended techniques employed throughout. 

The fast tempo of quarter note at 250 BMP is meant to portray a brisk wind that “leaps and 

bounds over golden heather.” Harmonic manipulation serves this aesthetic by providing a light, 

airy quality throughout and shimmering harmonically-produced counter-melodies. The technique

is again indicated by a bolded H above the staff, and while there is occasionally graphic 

instruction for contour and usage, specific pitches are not provided. Rather, the exact usage of 

manipulation, the partials reached, and the resulting counter-melodies are left to the performer to 

interpret and improvise as appropriate. Musical Example 20 shows the first several measures of 

the piece, with the base five-note cell repeated from the beginning. Starting without harmonic 
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manipulation, the technique is added after several repetitions of the melody. As is common 

throughout the piece, the performer is instructed to “gradually introduce harmonics,” which 

should always be done over several repetitions of the repeated measures.98 Again, the lack of 

specificity of partials afford the performer much discretion, though in the performer-empowering

style of Gordon Fitzell's “r/evolution,” I note at the top of the score that “harmonics should 

generally be used in waves of activity and should not obscure transitions between harmonic and 

modal changes.”99

Musical Example 20: “Wind,” Christopher Herald: measures 1-8

There are four basic structural areas of the piece. The first structural area begins in the 

first measure, establishing the global tonic of C major—noticeably with the lowest pitch of the 

ostinato near the lower limit of the saxophone's range, a hallmark of Stetson's music. The cell is 

enlarged in measures 5-6, adding another five notes to the repeated pattern. A larger repeated 

section at the ninth measure introduces closed slap-tongue articulations; the slaps act to add 

textural variation, and are not used in conjunction with harmonic manipulation in this section. 

After a recurrence of the original five-note ostinato serving as an interlude, the second structural 

area arrives with a shift from C major to its relative A minor. The saxophone's low C (now the 

98. Christopher Herald, Wind (Leaps and Bounds over Golden Heather) (self-published, 2015).

99. Ibid.
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chordal third) remains at the bottom of the resulting harmony, with the change punctuated by a 

subito piano dynamic. The development of A minor is parallel to that of C major, though this 

section is truncated. Harmonic manipulation is not used in the A minor section, and does not 

return until the C major cell reappears as an interlude in measures 33-34. This section runs its 

course, again featuring slap tongue as a contrasting articulation to the otherwise constant slurs. 

Musical Example 21: “Wind,” Christopher Herald: measures 35-49

The third section, marked letter C in the score, enters after the interlude and provides 

refreshing contrast as the local tonic shifts up a half step to C©. The C© section is modal in 

character, manifesting C© Ionian in various ways. The first two repeated measures at letter C, 

shown in Musical Example 21, reinforce the mode by stressing both scale degrees 4, 3, and 7. 

Measures 37-40 continue using this mode, and create tension by focusing on the fifth scale 

degree (G©). An implied dominant to tonic function is achieved in measure 41 with the return of 

focus to C©. Harmonic manipulation is used to increase intensity throughout this section, 
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accompanied by a gradual crescendo from measures 37 through 42. The music builds to a 

fevered pitch, and tension is finally released after a sudden break and subsequent downward run 

in measures 43-44. The five-note ostinato in C major reappears, and after a short recapitulation 

and denouement of decreasing harmonic manipulation activity the piece comes to rest on the 

tonic C.
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Conclusions: Trends and the Future of Post Avant-garde Saxophone Music

The idiomatic use of certain extended techniques on the saxophone, as well as stylistic 

attributes and improvisatory components distinguish the music of the musicians discussed in the 

preceding pages. These attributes are remarkably consistent across the music of several artists, 

particularly in the realm of unaccompanied saxophone music. The common threads of shared 

stylistic characteristics and cited influences suggest that this music may be designated by a 

common genre, which I have termed post avant-garde. The primary characteristic of the post 

avant-garde is the use of circular breathing, typically in combination with harmonic manipulation

and other extended techniques including but not limited to slap tongue, key noise, and 

polyrhythmic fingerings. This music is typically constructed, consciously or not, to be idiomatic 

to the saxophone, with melodic and harmonic content as well as key often chosen for ease of 

performance on the saxophone. And indeed, harmonic manipulation as performed by these artists

depends on acoustical properties of the saxophone. 

The post avant-garde style arose out of the work of Evan Parker, who was strongly 

influenced by the free-jazz and jazz avant-garde movements of the 1960s. With this link to avant-

garde jazz in place, Parker incorporated a panoply of extended techniques and introduced 

characteristics of minimalism—namely repetition of small melodic ideas and gradual change to 

these ideas over time. Parker's contemporaries and younger saxophonists throughout the 2000s 

have incorporated Parker's post avant-garde style into their own, with resulting approaches that 

vary from more modernist to more minimalist while still retaining the core stylistic elements. As 

discussed, composers of classical art music have also begun to incorporate post avant-garde 

elements into their compositions. Colin Stetson has brought his brand of post avant-garde to a 
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wide audience, made up not only of saxophonists and purveyors of high art, but a listenership of 

rock and popular music; and my feeling as an artist and saxophonist in the music community is 

that the work of Evan Parker and especially European avant-garde saxophonists is enjoying a 

resurgence in interest. Therefore it is my expectation that contemporary composition influenced 

by these musicians and the performance of such pieces will become more common in the years 

ahead. The post avant-garde has made its mark on contemporary saxophone performance, and it 

has raised the bar yet again for artists, composers, and saxophonists as they continue to explore 

the physical and sonic capabilities of the saxophone.
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APPENDIX A: “A Dream of Water,” Colin Stetson, transcribed Christopher Herald
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APPENDIX B: “Judges,” Colin Stetson, transcribed Christopher Herald



64



65



66



67



68



69

APPENDIX C: “Blink,” Christopher Herald
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APPENDIX D: “Wind,” Christopher Herald
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