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META META META: 

Notes on James Tenney’s META-HODOS (and META Meta-Hodos) 

!
 James Tenney’s META-HODOS (1961)  is noteworthy not only for the author’s 1

relative youth at the time of its writing (the twenty-six-year-old Tenney submitted the 

text as his Master’s Thesis to the University of Illinois at Champagne-Urbana), but for 

its rigor, its undogmatic approach and its generality of insight. The theoretical system 

Tenney develops in the slim ninety-seven-page volume is of the broadest impact and 

applicability; his object of investigation is the general conditions of musical 

experience itself and as such is not restricted in domain to any particular musical 

idiom or style. Indeed, all musical experience stands to be explained in Tenney’s 

terms, and all other style-specific music-theoretical systems--ones suited to the 

specific concerns of, e.g., western common practice period tonality, bebop or 

Javanese gamelan--are in principle subsumable as special cases of his broader 

framework, as a particular configuration of the knobs and sliders on his abstract 

apparatus. 
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 Some issues raised by Tenney will be of interest for their richness of 

implication; often the succinctness with which he presents his ideas is inversely 

correlated with their depth of insight and generality. These such insights deserve to 

be carefully unpacked. In other cases, Tenney is lacking; he either seems to miss a 

natural extension of his ideas, or he formulates some idea or another problematically, 

and here we will critique him and offer amendments to his framework. Our main 

source for his ideas will be META-HODOS, but we will frequently find it essential to 

reference META Meta-Hodos (1975) , Tenney’s subsequent distillation and 2

formalization of the system given preliminary exposition in his earlier work.  

 In rough outline, our discussion will sub-divide into three parts. Part one will 

scrutinize the relationship between form and content, as Tenney defines and applies 

the terms. In part two, we will be concerned with Tenney’s conception of structure, 

while part three will take up the concept of ergodicity. In part three, we find it helpful 

to introduce the notion of secondary parameters, the possibility of which Tenney 

alludes to briefly but does not pursue. 

!
Form: content and context 

 Tenney’s use of the term “form” in music is somewhat at odds with its standard 

application, and he is careful to distinguish between the two meanings. In twentieth-

 Ibid.2
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century academic musical discourse, “form” most commonly refers to a piece’s 

instantiation of one of many typical formal categories, or types--e.g., Rondo or Sonata 

Allegro, while earlier theorists had in mind some essential quality in virtue of which a 

piece might be said to have formal unity. The latter sense of “form” has its origins in 

the metaphysics of Plato, who conjured up a world of ideal Forms, abstract essential 

natures of things by virtue of which real entities exist and real properties obtain. 

Tenney, however, is far from a Platonist; his conception of musical form is radically 

concrete. Rather than appealing to abstract categories, Tenney considers form to be 

the particular shape of a specific piece, such that every piece has its own unique form 

(indeed, it is by virtue of its form that any piece can be said to be itself). In essence, 

Tenney identifies the form of a given piece with the piece itself. In this way, Tenney’s 

view is following the theoretical path cleared by John Cage, who describes form as 

“the content, the continuity” of a musical work.  3

 A brief introduction of background terminology is needed before proceeding. 

As a basic conceptual tool, Tenney uses the idea of a temporal gestalt (TG), or an 

integrated musical whole at some level of structure in the overall musical fabric. A TG 

is perceived as unified and distinct from other TG’s; these are Tenney’s principles of 

cohesion and segregation. Any given TG comprises two or more TG’s at the next-

lower hierarchical level, and in turn every TG partially constitutes a next-higher 

 Cage, John, “Forerunners of Modern Music,” Silence, 623
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hierarchical level (with the obvious exception of the TG that is the entire piece and as 

such does not contribute to any higher-level TG). Discussions of formal characteristics 

of TG’s will therefore be in terms of features of its constituent, next-lower level TG’s. 

 What, then, are the factors that determine the form of a TG? Tenney describes 

three: shape, state and structure. Tenney’s own definitions serve best to clarify these 

concepts: 

State refers to the statistical and other “global” properties of a TG, 

including the mean values and range in each parameter, and its 

duration. 

 Shape refers to the “profile” of a TG in some parameter, 

determined by changes in that parameter with respect to either of 

the distributive parameters, epoch and pitch-height... 

 Structure refers to relations between subordinate parts of a 

TG--i.e., relations between its component TG’s at the next (or 

several) lower level(s). [all emphasis Tenney’s, here and in other 

quoted passages]  4

The form of any TG is thus determined by the shape, state and structure of its 

constituent TG’s. On the relationship among the three formal factors at different 

hierarchical levels, Tenney proposes that 

 Tenney, James, META-HODOS and META Meta-Hodos, 1074
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[t]he state of a ... TG simply depends on lower-level states; shape 

is determined by changes of state at the next lower level; 

structure depends on relations between states, shapes and 

structures at the next (or several) lower level(s).  5

Here we need to slow Tenney down and unpack his ideas, one at a time. He first 

asserts that the generalized, time-independent, statistical features--the states--of TG’s 

at one level determine the state of the higher-level TG. His idea here is that, since a 

TG’s state is essentially the average value of all its parameters, then the states of 

lower-level TG’s may be averaged together to determine the state of the higher-level 

TG they constitute. Tenney’s idea of shape seems to be that of contour within 

parametric space, in that the shape of a TG is defined in terms of the unique curve of 

each its parametric values (e.g., loudness or pitch-height) over time. And for any TG 

other than the lowest level--i.e., an element--its shape is the parametric contour from 

state to state of its constituent, next-lower level TG’s. In other words, the “resolution,” 

so to speak, of any TG’s shape only goes one level down; the shapes of the lower-

level TG’s are in a sense rounded off or averaged out. And structure, which we will 

discuss in greater depth below, is defined as the relationships among the states, 

shapes and structures of constituent, next-lower level TG’s. Tenney provides a 

 Ibid., 1075
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diagram that depicts the flow of this parametric information as it generates each 

hierarchical level, reproduced below as Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Formal integration of content and context  6
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 A crucial aspect of Tenney’s system that deserves emphasis is the integrated 

relationship between content, or material, at one hierarchical level and context, or 

relational structure, at the next-higher level. This integration is a result of the process 

by which TG’s at one level, the content, are summarized into their basic states in order 

to function within the relational context of the next-higher level TG. One TG level’s 

content is another’s context, it seems. Using Figure 1 as a guide, we can imagine 

dissecting a piece into smaller, lower level TG’s, noting how the structure, shape and 

state of one level is the direct result of the states of its constituent, next-lower level 

TG’s, the structures, shapes and states of which are in turn the result of the states of 

their constituent, next-lower level TG’s, and so forth all the way down. But if we 

continue all the way down, we encounter something of a mystery; what is the ultimate 

source of musical content? What is the root of the intrinsic, qualitative nature of 

different musical materials, by virtue of which they can be distinguished from each 

other at the elemental level? What is the there there? 

 Tenney does refer, only once, to an “infra-formal area” below the lowest TG 

level of a piece, and elemental content is thus said to reside here, below our 

“threshold of formal perception.”  In one way, this is perfectly airtight and sensible, 7

even tautological; what might serve as a formal determinant in a piece of music is 

defined as that which falls within our realm of formal perception and concern. But 

 Ibid., 1097
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tautologies run the risk of triviality; how helpful is it to say that formal properties are 

simply those that may be apprehended formally? What does “formally” actually mean 

in such a statement? What is the nature of the boundary between the realm of formal 

perception and the infra-formal realm? In what way do the two realms interact? How 

are they distinct from one another? On these questions, Tenney is silent. 

 The above questions are of basically two kinds: analytic or empirical. The 

analytic questions pertain to the nature and structure of our conceptual framework; 

they are self-contained and as such can be settled without reference to the actual 

world. The empirical questions, on the other hand, can be settled only by a scientific 

investigation of the human auditory apparatus and cognitive structures involved with 

musical apprehension, as well as a historical understanding of how a listener’s 

enculturation affects her formal perception. However, we may be able to speculate as 

to what kinds of empirical answers we should expect, thus informing the questions we 

think to ask. 

 As for the analytic question of the conceptual nature of the formal/infra-formal 

boundary, there are a few points to be made. First, it is observed that the lowest level 

TG’s, the elements, are by definition irreducible; they are “(temporally) singular--i.e., 

not divisible into lower-level (shorter) TG’s.”  Indeed, if any TG can be sub-divided into 8

constituent TG’s, then it is not an element. And since structure and shape depend 

 Ibid., 1018
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upon relations among next-lower level TG’s, elements are apprehended strictly in 

terms of their statistical features, and it is these states that serve as the basis for all 

higher-level TG structure. The infra-formal aspects of an elemental TG--i.e., its 

structure and shape--are for whatever reason categorically distinct from formal 

aspects of TG’s at all higher levels. Or, perhaps more accurately, the formal/infra-

formal boundary is determined by the apprehension of elemental TG’s. And the 

reason for the irreducibility of elements is likely perceptual and cognitive, as such 

subject to empirical investigation. 

!
Structure: Tenney’s black box 

 The structure of any TG is the network of relationships among all its constituent, 

next-lower level TG’s. Tenney delineates three types of structure: “(1) statistical 

structure (i.e., relations between lower-level states), (2) morphological structure 

(relations between lower-level shapes), and (3) cascaded structure (relations between 

lower-level structures).”  That is, the constituent, next-lower level TG’s of any TG are 9

related to one another in terms of the differences among their relative states, shapes 

and even their own internal structures, and this is the case for TG’s at any hierarchical 

level. Again, Tenney seems to be saying something simultaneously true but 

uninformative. To say that a TG is structured in terms of the relations that obtain 

 Ibid., 1099
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among its parts, that seems fair enough. But what is the intrinsic content that is so 

structured, and how does content determine or affect structure? In virtue of what do 

structural relations obtain? Are there categorizable types of structure? What are the 

formal or other implications of particular structural types? What is the cognitive 

foundation for structural perception? All these areas of inquiry are suggested but not 

satisfied by Tenney’s work. 

 One intriguing prospect is that Tenney’s system, which is emphatically 

generalized, perception-centered and style-independent, might interface with other 

traditional musical theoretical systems via the structural functions of TG formation. In 

other words, stylistic conventions with respect to phrase structure and form may be 

seen to be particular types of TG structures, along with historically evolved normative 

rules for composition and listening. For example, common practice period tonal 

cadences can be described in terms of a particular harmonic structure of the 

constituent, next-lower level TG’s, and a cadence in this musical system is one that 

satisfies certain structural conditions of organization with respect to the parameters of 

pitch-class content and metric location. Similarly, the harmonic structure of a TG in an 

atonal composition can function in the formation and segregation of higher-level 

TG’s, though the normative structural rules for harmonic organization in this music, 

say, Berg, will of course be different than those in Brahms. In this way, particular 

musical systems can be seen as special cases of Tenney’s more general paradigm. 
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While Tenney’s account of structure is something of a “black box,” serving a crucial 

function in his larger scheme without revealing anything about its own internal 

architecture, it may nonetheless turn out to be a kind of port by which his method 

may be integrated with other modes of musical thought. 

!
Clarifying ergodicity 

 Tenney motivates his entire project on the premise that contemporary musical 

practice had surpassed the established musical analytical framework, which remained 

committed to certain outdated assumptions, and thus a new, or at least expanded 

conceptual framework was needed.  It was with just such an expanded 10

reconstruction in mind that Tenney defined and defended his first principles and 

erected the theoretical artifice put forth in META-HODOS. A natural result of his efforts 

is that new concepts have emerged, sometimes with striking applicability to the music 

of our time. Such it is with Tenney’s notion of ergodicity, which seems to be as rich as 

it is elusive. Again operating in terms of the statistical features of constituent, next-

lower level TG’s, Tenney writes that: 

A TG whose component, next-lower-level TG’s all have the same 

state in a given parameter will be called ergodic with respect to 

that parameter.  11

 Ibid., 410

 Ibid., 11311
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Thus, ergodicity is a property that obtains with respect to a given parameter (or set of 

parameters), over the domain of single TG’s. Specifically, a TG is ergodic if the states 

of all its constituent TG’s are equal with respect to some set of parameters. Thus, a TG 

that is a melodic line, comprising several individual notes as its next-lower level TG’s, 

will be ergodic with respect to pitch-height if the pitch-height state of all the 

constituent TG’s is equal--i.e., they are all the same pitch. We can see, then, that TG’s 

are the only kind of thing that may (or may not) be ergodic, and that ergodicity is 

meaningless unless in reference to one or more defined parameters. We might offer a 

derivative concept, general ergodicity, defined as follows: A TG is be generally 

ergodic if it is ergodic with respect to all audible parameters. The kind of ergodicity 

described by Tenney would perhaps be more precisely named parametric ergodicity, 

since it is always in terms of some subset of all possible parameters. Likewise, the 

concept of holistic ergodicity could refer to pieces which are generally ergodic across 

the highest-level TG, i.e., the entire piece. Tenney’s initial theoretical impulse may 

blossom into a cluster of related concepts, each offering its own more subtle view of 

ergodic musical forms. 

 There is another question raised by Tenney’s definition of ergodicity: what may 

serve as a parameter of a TG? In the example in the previous paragraph, pitch-height 

was offered as a parameter with respect to which a TG might be ergodic. Other 

parameters mentioned by Tenney and readily apparent to initial consideration are 
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those such as loudness, timbre, time-point, duration, articulation and so on. 

Importantly, Tenney clarifies that he is interested in subjective, or musical parameters, 

not the correlated acoustic parameters. In other words, we are dealing with the 

different aspects of experience, not of the underlying physical vibratory phenomenon. 

Tenney defines a musical parameter as “an attribute that is actually perceived as part 

of the musical experience, not simply subject to measurement or abstract 

determination of some kind.”  The further question of what kinds of things are 12

perceived in musical experience remains, however. Certainly the loudness of a sound 

is perceived, as is its location in time. These and the others mentioned above might 

be called concrete, or primary parameters, since they are in some sense “really” part 

of the sonic experience, at the bottom level. However, perception and cognition have 

manifold interactive layers, and it can be hard in practice to separate raw experience 

from such higher-level processes as analysis, expectation, interpretation and others. 

Thus it is eminently plausible that higher-level, abstract modes of apprehension are 

involved with musical experience, and it seems that these modes must play some role 

in the parametric analysis of musical TG’s. It is for these reasons I introduce the 

possibility of secondary parameters, defined as the aspects of a musical experience 

that emerge at a higher level than just the raw sense data. Again, the boundary 

between primary and secondary parameters is ambiguous--even the apparently 

 Ibid., 9212
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primary parameter of pitch might be considered to be a cognitive abstraction or 

representation of the “really real” sense data of air vibrations at a certain temporal 

frequency--but there do seem to be some clear cases. While the loudness of a sound 

seems clearly primary, aspects like the harmonic rhythm, or the sense of rubato, or the 

energy level, or the degree of developmental variation may be considered clearly 

secondary parameters; they rely on some degree of abstraction but are no less real 

aspects of the musical experience. If secondary parameters do exist, then we could 

reasonably describe a given TG as ergodic with respect to some secondary 

parameter. In these and other ways, the concept may be seen to have wider and more 

varied application than originally imagined by Tenney. It is doubtless that his work will 

generally continue to exert this germinal force in music theoretical discourse for some 

time to come, as its potential impact is far from reached. 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