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The purpose of this hackathon topic is to motivate the development of methods for
automatically analysing and visualizing structure in 20th century classical music. The
focus will be on Samuel Barber’s Sonata for Piano, Op. 26, composed between 1947
and 1949 and first published and publicly performed in 1950. The Wikipedia article
on this piece (Wikipedia contributors, 2025) provides a good introduction to the history
surrounding its composition, outlines the structure of the work and gives a brief summary
of the work’s reception and notable recordings.

In this hackathon topic, we focus on the problem of developing computational tools
that can help us to better understand and communicate the structure of the third move-
ment of this sonata. According to Nathan Broder (Gradenwitz et al., 1950, p. 276),
writing just after the work’s premiere performance, the sonata is the first of Barber’s
works “that employs 12-tone writing, of which there is some in the first movement and
a good deal more in the third”. He goes on to claim that the third movement is “the
most tragic of all Barber’s slow movements” and that it “uses dodecaphony, not as a
system, as a means of achieving unified structure, but freely, as a means of intensifying
the emotional power of the music”. Broder identifes five tone rows used in the movement
and claims that they are used in 26 of the movement’s 39 bars.

Young (1989, p. 53) proposes that a concern with American nationalism in the 1940s,
led by Aaron Copland, coupled with the advent of “total serialization” in Europe, spear-
headed by Messiaen and Boulez, “provide the historical frame of reference for Barber’s
Piano Sonata”. Young (1989, p. 54) notes that Barber’s Sonata, like those of Carter and
Copland, shows the influence of jazz, especially in the first movement. Like Broder, she
notes that the “appearance of serial writing in the Sonata is unprecedented in Barber’s
piano output” and points out that Barber used serialism even more extensively in his
later work, Nocturne, from 1959. Young (1989, p. 55) claims that the third movement
“is a sonata form without development” and that it is “in the manner of a Chaconne”
with three main sections, ABA′, followed by a codetta (Young, 1989, p. 99). She ob-
serves that the piece is “filled with a rich hybrid harmonic language comprised of serial

1



procedures and tonal harmonies” and that “[t]wo twelve[-]tone rows form the basis for
all the harmony in the movement”. She points out that, even though the piece is heavily
based on 12-tone rows, it nonetheless “is clearly in a B minor key” (Young, 1989, p. 103).

The analyses of Broder and Young highlight that the third movement of Barber’s
sonata synthesizes traditional tonal harmony and form with 12-tone writing and elements
of jazz. Both commentaries emphasize the deeply emotional nature of the movement. Is
it possible to use computational methods to extract the essential structural features of
this piece and communicate them in a way that enriches our understanding of how the
piece was composed and what it is trying to tell us?

I have provided a number of symbolic encodings and audio files of performances that
can serve as a starting point for developing computational methods for analysing and
visualizing the piece (Meredith, 2025). Please note that these resources are not publicly
available and should therefore only be shared among the participants of the ICCCM2025
conference. The resources will be taken offline after the conference.
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