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ABSTRACT:
In many respects, Georges Aperghis’ La Nuit en Tête (2000) neatly falls
within the modernist art-music tradition. Replete with dense experimental and
extended techniques, as well as atonal pitch content, the music, upon minimal
perusal, can be easily categorized as a “well-written” avant-garde musical
composition. Beneath the modernist veneer, however, one can also hear strong
elements of jazz music. Having little-to-no background in jazz music-making,
Aperghis’ insertion of jazz elements seems to stem from the objective of genre
disruption rather than an understanding or passion for jazz. Consisting of soprano,
flute, clarinet, violin, cello, percussion, and piano, the instrumentation smoothly
glides back-and-forth between both genres, allowing the listener to hear what they
want to hear. The sounds and gestures are fundamentally polysemous, and whether
the listener is capable of perceiving the ambiguousness between the two genres is
dependent upon the impartiality of the listener. Similar to “Face Illusions” or
“Reversal Images” where several images are embedded within another, the listener
is capable of hearing both genres, however they are likely, especially at first, to
hear only one. This subtle and deft embedment of jazz idioms within avant-garde
music (or the other way around, depending on your stance), is reminiscent of
Aperghis’ deep interest in false clues, heterogeneity, and avoidance of
compartmentalization. By infiltrating the avant-garde art-music tradition with jazz,
he inconspicuously places one foot within postmodernism where pluralism and
multiculturalism reign supreme. Aperghis manages to equally embrace and subvert
the two distinct genres, assiduously providing the listener with the opportunity to
hear both with new ears.

INTRODUCTION
Known most prominently for his experimental musical theater and
contemporary chamber music, Georges Aperghis’ music has seldomly been
analyzed for its incorporation of jazz. The vast majority of Aperghis’ works make
no attempt to reconcile new music with jazz, with the exception, I would argue, of
La Nuit en Tête (2000). Expressed by brief interstices of various jazz idioms, the
reconciliation in La Nuit en Tête comes in the form of a secret, or deft illusion,
meant to be recognized only by the few or barely palpable by the majority1 .
Aperghis’ choice to imitate jazz in this piece may read like a musical quantum
leap, so to speak, especially when compared to the rest of his oeuvre. The intention
behind this artistic decision, however, neatly corresponds to his deep fascination
with polysemy and heterogeneity.
Having little-to-no background in jazz music, Aperghis’ decision to use jazz
for the purpose of genre-play may seem an especially peculiar one. In fact one with
a background in jazz is likely to notice that the jazz elements in La Nuit en Tête are
fairly rudimentary, if not superficial. Regardless, the effect on the average new
music concertgoer who may have little-to-no knowledge or appreciation of jazz is
very much the same: the jazz elements are identifiably jazz-y. The listener’s ability
to perceive these jazz kernels, especially at first, is highly dependent upon their
personal musical background and understanding, expectations, as well as the
context within which La Nuit en Tête is presented.
1

These are slightly different and not to be confused.

Neither ironic nor dismissive as is often characteristic of postmodernist
genre amalgamation, the jazz kernels materialize instead as a musical relief from
the otherwise restrained, high-pitched, and fragmented new music idioms within
the parts of the soprano, flute, clarinet, violin, cello, percussion, and piano.
Relentlessly consistent in sonic content throughout, the allusions to jazz arrive as
an opportunity for the listener to clasp and sort the otherwise often splintered
musical material. The presence of jazz elements potentially suggests a reframing of
the overall musical agenda as well as retracing of all implications for previous and
forthcoming non-jazz sound. By introducing vastly different music, all other
musical material is put into question, a question meant to be unanswered.2
Whether the listener is capable of considering the music on these terms
greatly relies upon the their ability to even perceive the “other” genre. These jazz
palliations are often extremely brief or embedded within other musical
constituents, diluting their novelty, and thereby exaggerating their illusiveness.
Instead of presenting themselves plainly, La Nuit en Tête’s momentary jazzy bleeps
gradually seep into the listener’s subconscious. When the listener is ready, they
may hear what they previously could not, or if they are fortunate enough, they may
have been cognizant all along. The jazz material, whether or not overtly perceived,
still has the potential to be felt as a subconscious relief from the more modernist
abstract musical material. Beneath the modernist veneer is a postmodernist credo.
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THE JAZZ KERNALS
The piano part in La Nuit en Tête almost immediately introduces its
distinctly jazzy ingredient (see fig. 1) shortly after the more abstract material makes
its opening début. Entering at m.9 with what is likely to be the work’s most
recognizable jazz material, the left hand engages in a clear pattern of descending
fifths starting on an EMb9 chord, interchanging between major thirds and minor
sevenths. As was mirthfully suggested by a colleague, Louis Goldford, it is as if the
left hand progression was taken directly from a well-know Jazz harmony book:
Jazz Keyboard Harmony: A Practical Voicing Method for All Musicians is an
introductory guide available to students of jazz piano and made available
through the widespread publication of Jamey Aebersold in 1994. In it, Phil
DeGreg outlines a basic accompanying technique used by most jazz
pianists trained in the post-bop idiom: the use of so-called 'shell voicings,'
in which the left hand plays a dyad of root and seventh, followed by root
and 3rd, together transposed a 4th higher. This pattern repeats a step lower
to yield the cycle-of-5ths progression known in jazz parlance as the
common ii-V7-I progression.3
Often referred to as “Rhythm Changes” due to its use in George Gershwin’s
“I’ve Got Rhythm,” the descending fifths progression is used in many major jazz
standards, including “Moose the Mooche” by Pat Metheny, “Shaw Nuff” by Barney
Kessel, “Cheek to Cheek” by George Van Eps, and many others. The progression,
being relatively straightforward and easy for jazz musicians to play, is often
improvised and “jammed” upon.4 And while the right hand has a less obvious
affinity with standard jazz harmonies with its tri-tones and minor sixths, the
3
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harmonies nevertheless convey a jazzy sound by way of the domineering left hand,
as well as the rhythm between the both hands accentuating upbeats. With the left
hand usually following shortly after the right hand attacks, the major thirds and
sevenths reorient the jazzy quality of the harmonies. This moment is surprisingly
slower and therefore more perceptible than the vast majority of the music that
precedes and follows.

Figure 1. Piano kernel. La Nuit en Tête by Georges Aperghis

The second jazz kernel occurs early on in the piece, and several times later
as well. Though an uncommon rhythm for the hi-hat5, the percussionist hammers
out a classic jazz triplet figure (as seen in fig. 2).
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Possibly the most traditional hi-hat pattern being the sixteenth-sixteenth-eighth pattern with the
cymbal being closed on the eighth-note.

Figure 2. High-hat kernel. La Nuit en Tête by Georges Aperghis

This inchoate hi-hat jazz kernel comes with its own new-music quirk, nevertheless
manifesting as jazzy, especially when placed in direct contrast with the otherwise
new music material. By its third iteration, still under the 1-minute mark at m.14, the
hi-hat pattern is easily identifiable, surrounded by sustained notes in flute, clarinet,
violin, and cello. Hammering out the same rhythm as the two previous entrances,
the hi-hat in its third iteration gradually transforms by slowing down, becoming
more abstract in nature (as seen in fig. 3). The inconspicuous jazzy hi-hat soon
becomes suspect, culling a more new music sound, catechizing our previous
interpretation.

Figure 3. Transformed high-hat kernel. La Nuit en Tête by Georges Aperghis

Significantly later in the piece in mm. 165-167 (see fig. 4), the flute, clarinet,
and cello engage in a musical pattern reminiscent of big band music. Consisting of
syncopated short notes followed by longer ones, the three instruments move in half
steps or smaller up, back down, and so forth. The vertical harmonies have little to
do with jazz music, but the incremental steps from one note to the next likewise
do. Similar to the use of the hi-hat earlier in the piece, this moment occurs as

somewhat of a surprise, with strikingly little happening in the other instrumental
parts, though soon to be followed once again by the more active musical material.

Figure 4. Big band pattern. La Nuit en Tête by Georges Aperghis

In m. 50 (see fig.5), the piano engages in a repeated triplet figure made up of tritones that descend first by half step, and then by major thirds. This figure has much in
common with a moment in George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. At first glance the
rhythms may seem too disparate to compare (see fig.6), however when the Gershwin
version is swung—as it is supposed to be—the rhythms become strikingly similar. Both
versions move in half steps, and both versions have tri-tones. While it is doubtful that
Aperghis intended this to be a direct quote from Rhapsody in Blue, it does seem likely that

he referenced the Gershwin—if even indirectly—for the sake of sounding jazzy. Rhapsody
in Blue’s subsequent fame and notoriety may have found a way of slipping into Aperghis’
psyche.

Figure 5. Repeated triplet figure. La Nuit en Tête by Georges Aperghis

Figure 6. Similar to repeated triplets in La Nuit en Tête. Rhapsody in Blue by George
Gershwin

There are many other jazz remnants sprinkled throughout the piece, though
most are variations or offshoots of the aforementioned kernels. One could also
argue that the voice, especially in certain moments, has a strong resemblance to
that of scat singing. Like scat, the voice often deconstructs words and functions
more akin to that of an instrument. The vocalist even offers a brief clue amidst its
mostly mumble-jumbled French, Spanish, Latin, English, and German text in mm.
135 by declaring, “PIANO MUSIC TELL YOU.” In this brief exclamation, Aperghis
opens a small window and gives us another chance to discover his secret within
the piano music itself. Given that each kernel is vastly different in the kind of jazz
reference or style, it seems likely that Aperghis’ interest lies in the potential to
suggest genre-play between jazz and new-music, not in jazz itself or any of its
multifarious forms.

FACE ILLUSION AS METAPHOR
Capable of being seen in more than one distinct way, the face illusion (see
fig. 7) heightens the notion of subjectivity apropos interpretation. Unlike many
illusions, there is nothing inherently spurious in the image itself, but in the fact that
we fail to see the other—the image we don’t immediately perceive—first. Our
failure is demonstrative of an underlying desire, knowledge, and previous
experiences. Once the viewer is aware of the perceptive duality, it becomes a
challenge to view the two images concomitantly; the images present themselves in

a back-and-forth motion, resembling, more or less, a switch that turns on and off an
electric current. Eventually, however, one can defocus their gaze enough to see
both images simultaneously.

Figure 7. Face Illusion. My Wife and My Mother in Law by William Ely Hill

Georges Aperghis’ La Nuit en Tête undergoes a strikingly similar dual
metastasis. Unlike the face illusion, however, the context within which the piece is
presented greatly effects which genre is perceived first, and which is perceived as
the other. It may be safe to assume that the concertgoer for this piece is more
acquainted with new music and therefore more likely to hear the new music genre
first, however it is easy to imagine the reverse to be true if the piece was presented
within a jazz festival, for example. That said, the piece hardly lives within a
vacuum, and being the brainchild of Aperghis himself, jazz in this case is the other
genre.

Aperghis achieves genre illusion in a variety of ways. First and foremost, the
instrumentation itself has a dual nature. Overlapping with a potential jazz band,
the voice, clarinet, percussion, and piano subgroup are used more often than not as
the instrumental devices responsible for the genre illusion. Additionally, the jazz
kernels themselves are rarely explicit. The kernels are usually short-lived, soon to
be engulfed by new music tropes. While the majority of the jazz material is
surrounded, blended, or deconstructed by the non-jazz material, there are a few
instances where the kernels are the main features (for example, the aforementioned
piano and hi-hat material); these instances come at the very beginning of the work,
lasting no more than a few seconds at a time. By the time the jazz kernels are
forgotten and rendered suspect at best, they return as mere shadows of their
previous selves nearly two-thirds of the way through the piece. Similarly to the face
illusion, one may hear either jazz or new music, or, with a little effort, the two
genres can be experienced as coexisting entities.
In m. 129 (see fig. 8), for example, the flute and clarinet play a similar
rhythmic pattern to that of the aforementioned big band reference (see fig.4). By m.
130, the flute has already reassimilated itself into the fragmented, higher pitched
material. In m. 131, it draws upon its previous big band material once again, but
this time is severely distorted and disintegrated by its high registral leaps. In mm.
129 and 130, the piano and marimba engage in their brief jazz interpolation as
well, but with its harmonies out of order and layered in such a way that the initial
chord progression of descending fifths is nearly lost. Returning again in m. 132, the

harmonies in both the piano and marimba are sped up, transitioning effortlessly
back into the fragmented, fast paced new music material. These are just a few
examples by which Aperghis’ disintegrates his jazz kernels, rendering them less
instantaneously palpable.

Figure 8. mm. 129 - 132 - Interpolation/disintegration of jazz kernels. La Nuit en Tête by
Georges Aperghis

HEREOGENEITY, FALSE CLUES, AND INCONGRUITIES
Having described his process as a “game of construction that reveals itself
little by little, like a Rubik’s cube,” 6 Aperghis’ works often take form as an
assemblage of distinct musical materials. In the case of La Nuit en Tête, the “game
of construction” primarily manifests itself by means of genre-play, where one cube
is a jazz reference, another new music, having the potential to be organized into a
cohesive, consistent pattern by both the listener and Aperghis himself. The
assemblage seems a fitting process for the creation of a genre illusion: one step to
the left (jazz) is immediately countered by two steps to the right (new music). The
two directions simultaneously contradict and complement one another, allowing
the listener to create their own hierarchy of the supplied materials, thereby
inheriting an authority to deconstruct and reconstruct the work at will. Aperghis
métier in deception is a direct consequence of his willingness to be his own
subject, thus diminishing the golf between composer and listener:
We abolish ourselves in the world, the world begins to be for myself, ‘I am
in the world because I am the world,’ I absorb and I dissolve all the
discursiveness at the same time I affirm this discursiveness.7
Aperghis’ fascination with signifier and signified is often revealed in the
vocal writing, text, and theatrical elements in his work. His comment that it was the
“Indian percussionists” that most inspire him “…by rhythmically saying the names
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of their strikes before playing them on the tabla”8 is a testimony to his infatuation
with that which is portended, whether verbal, textual, or otherwise. In La Nuit en
Tête, the jazz kernels represent an aesthetic code that is used to cast a new hue on
the new music material and vice versa. By assembling the two genre-symbols of the
piece in varying angles and orders, each symbol undergoes a transformation by
means of recontextualization, creating super-meanings that can be applied to the
same process ad infinitum.
...he foils this tendency by drawing lures to hearing: counteracting the
coagulation signifying by means of phonic incongruities because one would
lose the intrinsic musical meaning of the phonic material to give in speech.9
As Aperghis’ signs become increasingly distorted by their evolving
representations, the music takes on a dizzying quality. 10 “False clues, lures of
hearing, and phonic incongruities” entangle the befuddled listener. By avoiding
“causal connections,” 11 the heterogeneous musical materials gradually unify
themselves, forming into a single “organism,” or “grossform.”12 The moment the
listener perceives the over-arching workings of the piece is likewise analogous to
the moment the viewer of a face illusion defocuses their gaze in order to see the
two images concurrently. This organism offers its own set of super-meanings
spawned from the amalgamation, exaggeration and subversion of its various
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symbols. Rather than trying to hear the jazz or the new music moments as separate
components in La Nuit en Tête, the limitations and previously prescribed functions
of both have the potential to be revised and liberated.
Georges Aperghis takes inspiration directly from postmodern philosophers,
such as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 13 as well as Roland Barthes. 14 The
postmodernist critique of “the ideals of representation, truth, rationality, system,
foundation, certainty, and coherence . . . as well as the concepts of the subject,
meaning and causality,”15 resemble Aperghis’ statements regarding his avoidance of
“causal

connections“

and

“clichés.”
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Furthermore,

Aperghis’

“game

of

construction” and his incorporation of jazz parallel the postmodernist insistence
upon plurality and multiplicity. 17 It is through this notion of plurality, many
postmodernists argue, that real social change may take form. Additionally, the
deterritorialization, or “the severance of social, political, or cultural practices from
their native places and populations,”18 and the disruption of social norms for the
creation of new forms of subjectivity,19 concepts taken directly from Deleuze and
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Guattari, are materialized—by way of inciting subjective interpretation—through
the use of genre illusion.

CONCLUDING REMARKS AND QUERIES
It is hard to know whether the decision to include jazz idioms in La Nuit en
Tête was intended as a subtle political statement. As the scholar, improviser and
composer George E. Lewis noted, much of the literature surrounding contemporary
music has done its very best to erase “Afrological improvised music” from its
histories. 20 Notable dissent towards jazz forms of music-making have been
expressed by many modernist composers and theorists, including John Cage,
Charles Ives21, Edgard Varèse22, and Theodor Adorno23 to name a few. Having been
labeled a form of popular music and ultimately a capitalistic venture, jazz music
has thereby been deemed a simple and lowbrow form of music-making. Many
desired to “elevate” jazz in some capacity as British composer Constant Lambert’s
expressed in his disparaging remark that “Jazz is not raw material but half-finished
material in which European sophistication has been imposed over coloured crudity
. . . The jazz composer is . . . bound to a narrow circle of rhythmic and harmonic
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devices . . . It is up to the highbrow composer to take the next step.”24 Needless to
say, comments such as these not only have deeply racist undertones, but also
illustrative of an overwhelming lack of understanding for jazz music.
The postmodernist desideratum to disrupt oppressive social institutions and
norms could suggest—by means of integrating jazz idioms into a contemporary
piece of music—the propensity to go against the modernist grain. In this scenario, it
would seem that Aperghis attempts to place jazz and new music on a more equal
footing meant as a decisive rejection of modernist elitism. It is important to
consider, however, that nowhere in the program notes of La Nuit en Tête does
Aperghis mention the jazz elements, let alone offer a vague nod to genre-play.
While that may be due in part to Aperghis’ desire to preserve the genre illusion (i.e.
not wanting to give it away), it could also be interpreted as an unacknowledged
appropriation of jazz idioms characteristic of post-colonialism, as is aptly explained
by scholar and musician Georgina Born:
The fact that these influences often remain unacknowledged and
subterranean, even within experimental music, signals their status as
deriving from an ‘other’ culture and the reluctance of the postmodern sphere
of legitimate music to admit its in-debtedness to the ‘other.'25
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Whether Aperghis intended to deleteriously “elevate” jazz music through
means of appropriation or simply employ jazz idioms to subvert modernist
pretension, the kernels do definitively offer an aesthetic relief. Jazz in La Nuit en
Tête becomes a precious foreign object surrounded by an otherwise unyielding,
arguably prosaic, new music material. The precious objects reverse baleful
stereotypes that jazz is commonplace, popular, quotidian and new music is
somehow more fresh and experimental. This toppling of musical power structures
is not provided directly, but rather indirectly in the form of genre illusion, allowing
the listener to believe the felt relief was by their own predilection.

