Football for Musicians
Approaching American Football using 18th Century Tonal Music Theory

Or Compositional Form of the Gridiron
By: K. Christian McGuire
1st draft
When one wishes to be a great quarterback does it make sense to study and practice game films of Johnny Unitas (Bach), Fran Tarkenton (Mozart), or Joe Montana (Beethoven) or watch Rick Mirer or T.J. Rubley.

History:
What we know of football before the creation of the National Football League can be traced back to the Bulldog Cantors (..uh…Canton Bulldogs) around the turn of the 20th century.  The star Cantor was a monk named Iago Thorpus.   As very little of his work was recorded,  what we know about him has come to us by way of what his contemporaries wrote.  He is considered by many as the greatest athlete of the 20th century who incidentally earned a Gold Medal in both the decathlon and pentathlon during the 1912 Olympic Games.  He introduced an unparalleled achievement in expanding the football repertoire to include forward motion by way of running, passing, and kicking. 

Soon this Ars Nova (although still primarily a running game) influenced the Great Schools of Football which began to spring up throughout the mid-west.  Here, the defining melodic forward motion was taken to higher level at the University of Minnesota by their most famous Fullback, “Bronko” Nagurski.  In his Macro-ictus Bronconis, he was able to demonstrate that the quickest way through the diapason (what later developed into the “Grid-Iron”) was a straight line (i.e. point  to point f).  The best way to achieve that drive is to use a body twice as big and twice as fast as the opponent.  Upon leaving the UofM he brought this knowledge with him when Georgas Hallas hired him to play for the Ursi Chicagonis.

The most popular school of football at the time, however was centered at Notre Dame. It was here that the composer  Knut “Leonin” Rockne, whose works on early offensive and defensive plays are found in the Magnus Liber Ludi, flourished.

The Baroque (or development of the Passing Game)

The passing game which introduced the Quarterback did not really develop until the late 1930’s and 1940’s.  The earliest of these “Continuo Slingers” was Sammy Baugh of the Washington Redskin’s

==================================

Foundation of Football Theory:
In this essay which is Part I of the series, I will be discussing the Football/Music relationship from the perspective of the offensive unit only.  Our discussion on Defense will be represented in Part II under the subject heading of Canons and Fugues) and Special Teams will be introduced in Part III during the discussion of Sonata Form. 

All music happens on the “Grid-Iron” or field of play (i.e. Grand Staff).  The game begins with a kick off by the defending team to the opposing offense who tries to carry the ball as far as they can to begin their piece.  Otherwise they begin the Antecedent on the 20 yard line.

The object of the game is to earn more points in a 60 minute game than the opposing composer who is using the same sheet of manuscript paper but with different ink (note, this is not related the to 14th century practice of coloration).  Points are earned by a successful cadence at the double bar line (end zone).

The offense gets four tries (downs) to reach a cadence.  Cadences occur every 10 yards (with the exception of the RB Evaded Cadence) and the new line begins at 1 down and 10 yards to go, at which time the offense gets to keep the ball and try for the next cadence.  Usually here a fermata (commercial) is likely to occur stopping the clock while the team sets up their next round of plays.

If the composing team (offense) has not reached a 1st down by the end of their third try, they will usually punt (a type of kick) the melody away and give the opposing team a chance to write their piece.  Sometimes, however a team might try for a Deceptive Cadence on the fourth down but it is usually only 30% effective.  If the Deceptive cadence doesn’t work, the other team’s offense gets the ball and they get to try their piece from the same spot.

Earning Points (i.e. end of a period phrase):
A Final cadence in the end zone is always an Imperfect Authentic Cadence and results in a Touchdown (6 points).  The team however gets a free try for a Perfect Authentic Cadence by kicking a field goal for the extra point which would bring their score up from six to 7 points (6 + 1 = 7) thus marking the end of a consequent.  An period in which the antecedent ends on a Half-Cadence without a touchdown is called a Field Goal (3 points).  A Field-Goal is normally set up with the OL Center snapping the ball to the “holder” (usually the back-up Quarterback) who places the ball on the ground so that the kicker can kick.    A rare exception is the Drop-Kicked Field Goal (i.e. Landini Cadence) which is formed by the center snapping the ball to the kicker who then drops the ball to the ground (lower neighbor) and immediately kicks it up (a 3rd) through the goal posts.

A Plagal Cadence normally only occurs at the very end of the either half but usually reserved in close games for the final play of the game when the offense can win the game by a lucky touchdown.  So if you are with me here, you guessed it, the “Amen Cadence” is the Hail Mary Pass, where all of the receivers run to the endzone and the QB throws as hard as he can an prays that his team will catch it in the endzone as the clock runs out.    

Some teams go for a quick short piece with maybe two cadences and quick scores (strict passing game), whereas the “ball control” offense likes extend the tonic to eat up the clock (running and passing game mixture).  The purpose of the later is to tire out the Answer section of the Fugue (Defense).

The Voices:
The Backfield
The Quarterback (QB) serves as the Basso Continuo and Figured Bass which tells us which inversion the play will take.   The music starts when the offensive line snaps the ball to the Quarterback.  (other topics for discussion: Musica Ficta = “the audible”; Falsobordone= “no huddle offense”)

The primary role of the Running Back (RB) (also called Half-Back and Full-Back) is to expand the tonic (or any other chord) and is therefore most often represented as a chord in 1st inversion.  This allows a team to creatively develop a long harmonic structure to set up an elaborate melodic passing game for the receivers.   An evaded cadence occurs when the RB crosses the first down marker.  An exception to this rule is As a Full Back (a bigger and therefore more direct (north-south) sounding running back, he remains in root position so that a cadence might be achieved in short yardage situations (i.e. Third down and 1 yard).  The RB is also able to handle some of the melodic duties through ornamentation and often serves as the pivot chord during a modulation (east-west motion followed by north-south yardage gaining motion).

The Line of Scrimmage
The Offensive Line (OL) consists of the Center (the tonic) who snaps the ball to the QB, the Left and Right Guards and the Left and Right Tackles.  As a unit, they represent Key signature and tempo indications, thereby protecting the QB in the form of a pocket and clearing a path for the Running Back.  Once the ball has been snapped into play by the center, no member of the OL may touch the ball (unless a pass has been deflected or the melody has been fumbled). 

The Wide Recievers (WR)are the sopranos (sometimes even Prima Donnas) of the team.  They almost always carry the melody in the passing game whether in direct linear motion such as Randy Moss or through ornamentation in Cris Carter.  When the Running Back has the melody, the receivers excersise their secondary function to hold up the harmonic structure through blocking the defense.

The Tight End (TE) is most often viewed as an extension of the Offensive Line.  Unlike the OL they can actually carry the ball and do so most successfuly as the 7th degree of a chord.  Some teams use the Tight End just as they would a Receiver (sort of like parallel 3rds and 10ths).

Tonicization and Modulation

These are represented in the backfield sometimes as any motion outside of the “pocket” by the QB or RB.  Simple Tonicization however is motion which happens within the pocket to the Dominant (i.e. V of V).  This is represented by the “Flea-Flicker” play, in which the ball is snapped to the QB who immediately hands it off to the Running Back (i.e. the VofV) feigning a direct north-south run.  The RB, however, immediately pitches it back to the QB who throws the ball for a completed cadence usually characterized by a 3-#4-5 motion in the Receivers.  

Modulation is represented when the QB pivots (i.e. “scrambles”) in an attempt to evade the Defence to complete a cadence in a new key.  Often this is not done intentionally.  An intentional scramble however is indicated by a ii or IV chord in root position.

Modulation in the Running Back is represented by trick plays (ii and IV chords in 1st inversion), such as the “Half-Back Option”,  and “Statue of Liberty” 

The Half-Back Option is any play in which the QB transfers the ball to the Running Back either via simple hand-off (pivot on ii5-6) or pitch (ii6).  The new key is then clarified at the 1st down marker.

The Statue of Liberty (i.e. IV5-6) is a special type of Half-Back Option where the QB holds the ball as if to throw but drops it behind his back into the hands of the Running back who makes an attempt to complete a cadence in the new key.  If this is done by passing the ball to a WR, a cadence of IV5-6 V6/4 5/3 occurs.  If the ball is passed to a Tight End, just add the 7th to the cadential 6/4.
Penalties
Parallel Unisons - Offsides, False start (5 yards back)

Parallel Fifths - Face Mask (5 - 15 yards back)

Parallel Octaves - Clipping (10 yards back)

Voice Crossing - Pass Interference (1st down moved to location where penalty occured)

Augmented 2nd - Too many men on the field

Doubled leading tone - two men in motion (5 yards back)

Delay of Game - 

Other Football Follies:
Unresolved Suspension - Fumble (1st down moved to location of recovery).

How to diagram a piece (or Analyze a game).

Examples of 

Missa Ice Bowl, The Playoff Cantata’s of 1998, and Grand Concerto XXXV: Ravens vs.Giants
