
Teaching composition 
 
 
 
Teaching composition is fundamentally a personal teaching; nevertheless every 
student of a class is invited to participate to all lessons, of any level. 
 
Teacher's first duty is to understand human and musical personality of every 
student, his/her artistic inclination and kind of talent. Teacher has to boost all skills 
of his students, in order to let emerge and develop their personal qualities. 
Technical skills of the students are means of teaching, but main purpose is to let the 
student find his own way to creation. 
In any time and art, base of teaching is the knowledge of ancient masters, 
technique and spirit of their works. During the whole period at the school a student 
will work on two levels: 
 
1. Analysis and imitation of ancient masters 
2. Composition of own pieces in a personal free style  
 
In the classical music analysis of ancient masters should start from the origin of 
western music, the homophonic gregorian chant (V - IX century) and the beginning 
of polyphony (XIII - XIV century); basic repertoire is the renaissance period (most 
interesting examples: Josquin, Lassus, Palestrina, Gesualdo), baroque age 
(Frescobaldi, Corelli, Vivaldi, Bach), classical (Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven), romantic, 
late romantic, impressionism, expressionism; finally teacher will lead the student to 
modern and contemporary masters, their musical languages and techniques as well 
as life and human personality, in order to show how technical mens express their 
artistic spirit. 
 
Basic subsidiary subjects are: 
 
1. Ear training: besides traditional melodic-, harmonic-, rhythmic-, polyphonic ear- 
training, is very important to train young composers in structural hearing (see H. 
Schenker, F. Salzer) 
 
2. Harmony: in addition to more scholastic textbooks - as for ex. W. Piston's 
"Harmony" - A. Schoenberg's "Harmonielehre" is always the deepest treatise of this 
subject 
 
3. Counterpoint: in opposition to the method of commonly used textbooks from the 
second half of XIX century, mostly of french school (Gedalge, Koechlin, Dubois) I 
strongly recommend to follow a historical system, confronting different styles of 
counterpoint (renaissance, baroque, classical, romantic, modern) and always 
supporting teaching with examples by greatest masters. Interesting textbooks are 
those by Dionisi and Knud (renaissance), Zanolini (baroque),  H. Owen (classic but 
also other periods), Schoenberg and Stein (dodecaphonic), Hindemith (for his own 
technique). 
 
4. Orchestration: has to be studied with practical support of instrumental players; 
listening to school-orchestra rehearsals, under guidance of the teacher, is high 
recommended. Nowadays recorded examples are very useful. Basic textbooks are: 
Berlioz/Strauss (for character and color of every instrument), Rimski Korsakov (for 
the mixing techniques), Piston (for the technique of all singe instruments), Erpf (for 
the stylistic aspects of orchestration). 
 



5. Analysis: among the great number of texts, it is important to choose the most 
meaningful books from the point of view of a composer. The teacher's guidance is 
necessary to lead the student into this complex field. I suggest as textbooks 
Schoenberg "Analysis and musical praxis" and "Fundamentals of musical 
composition", H. Schenker "Five graphic music analyses, Boulez "Relevés 
d'apprenti", C. Rosen "The classical Style", I. Bent/W. Drabkin "Analysis". 
 
Particular attention has to be given to works of modern and contemporary 
composers. Over the years the teacher will analyze with the students  at least the 
following works, as examples of different styles and techniques - trying to give a 
complete idea of each composer's personality and spirit: 
1. Debussy - music as colour, "La mer" 
2. Stravinski - Rhithmic patterns, scales, overlapping of chords, "Sacre du 
printemps" 
3. Schoenberg - serial systhem, "Ein uberlebender aus Warschau" 
4. Bartok - unregular metric and rhithmic, harmonic fields 
5. Hindemith - neoclassical style, "Harmonie der Welt" 
6. Orff - neomedievalism, "Carmina Burana" 
7. Ives - different sound layers, "The unanswered question" 
8. Messiaen - melodical and rhithmic modes, exotism, "Turangalila Symphony" 
9. Cage - musica and silence, musical perception, "4'.33''" 
10. Stockhausen - Gruppen technik, "Klavierstuck n. 5" 
11. Henry, Eno - electronic music, "Kyldex" 
12. Ligeti - extended hemiolia, "Etudes pour le piano" 
13. Lutoslawsky - sound areas, controlled alea, "Symphony n. 3" 
14. Ferneyhough - utopian concepts, "String quartet n. 5" 
15. Hovaness, Kanchely, Rautavara - postmodernism, ethnic inspiration, 
"Symphonies" 
16. Schnittke - collage, musical quotations "Viola concerto" 
17. Gorecky, Part - mysticism, spiritualism, "Symphony n. 2","Fratres", "7 Magnificat 
Antiphons" 
18. Glass, Nyman - minimalism, "Symphony n. 2" 
 
Seminars on the most important aspects of contemporary music are highly 
recommended during the duration of composition studies; I suggest the following 
lectures, as start points of further studies: 
 
- Not commonly used instruments (including chinese traditional, percussions and 
others) 
- Musical terminology (basic words in italian, german, english and french) 
- Acoustic 
- Electronic music 
- Contemporary musical notations 
- Interpretation and composition 
- Not tempered scales and microtones 
- Jazz theory and arrangement 
- Art, expression, musical language 


