


BERIO’S SEQUENZAS



Dedicated to 
David Osmond-Smith (1946–2007)



Berio’s Sequenzas
Essays on Performance, Composition and Analysis 

Edited by

JANET K. HALFYARD
UCE Birmingham Conservatoire, UK

With an Introduction by David Osmond-Smith



© 2007 Janet K. Halfyard

Janet K. Halfyard has asserted her moral right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 
1988, to be identified as the editor of this work.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Berio’s Sequenzas: essays on performance, composition and analysis 
   1. Berio, Luciano, 1925–2003. Sequenzas 2. Berio, Luciano,   
   1925-2003 – Performances                                     
   I. Halfyard, Janet K., 1966-                                 
   780.9’2                                                      

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Berio’s Sequenzas: essays on performance, composition and analysis /  
edited by Janet Halfyard.
    p. cm..
    Includes bibliographical references and index.
    ISBN-13: 978-0-7546-5445-2  (alk. paper)  1.  Berio, Luciano, 1925–2003.  
    Sequenzas.  I.  Halfyard, Janet K., 1966-
    ML410.B4968 B47 2007
    784.18’94–dc22
 2006032277

ISBN 9780754654452

First published   by Ashgate Publishing

Published 2016 by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017, USA

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in 
any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter 
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Notice: 
Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are 
used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

 (hbk)



Contents

List of Music Examples vii
List of Tables and Figures xi
Notes on Contributors xiii
Foreword xix
Acknowledgements xxiii
Notes on the Text  xxv

Introduction 1
David Osmond-Smith

Part 1  Performance Issues

1 Rhythm and Timing in the Two Versions of Berio’s Sequenza I   
 for Flute Solo: Psychological and Musical Differences 
 in Performance 11
 Cynthia Folio and Alexander R. Brinkman

2 Rough Romance: Sequenza II for Harp as Study and Statement   39
 Kirsty Whatley

3 Phantom Rhythms, Hidden Harmonies: The Use of the Sostenuto  
 Pedal in Berio’s Sequenza IV for Piano, Leaf and Sonata 53
 Zoe Browder Doll

4 A Dress or a Straightjacket? Facing the Problems of Structure    
 and Periodicity Posed by the Notation of Berio’s Sequenza VII 
 for Oboe 67
 Patricia Alessandrini

5 Shadow Boxing: Sequenza X for Trumpet and Piano Resonance 83
 Jonathan Impett

Part 2  Berio’s Compositional Process and Aesthetics 
 
6 Provoking Acts: The Theatre of Berio’s Sequenzas 99
 Janet K. Halfyard

7 The Chemins Series 117
 Paul Roberts

8 The Compass of Communications in Sequenza VIII for Violin 137
 Eugene Montague



Berio’s Sequenzasvi

9 Sequenza IX for Clarinet: Text, Pre-Text, Con-Text 153
 Andrea Cremaschi

10 Proliferations and Limitations: Berio’s Reworking of the Sequenzas 171
 Edward Venn

Part 3  Analytical Approaches
 
11 Vestiges of Twelve-Tone Practice as Compositional Process in    
 Berio’s Sequenza I for Solo Flute 191
 Irna Priore

12 Sonic Complexity and Harmonic Syntax in Sequenza IV for Piano 209
 Didier Guigue and Marcílio Fagner Onofre
 
13 The Nature of Expressivity in Berio’s Sequenza VI for Viola  233
 Amanda Bayley

14 A Polyphonic Type of Listening In and Out of Focus: Berio’s   255
 Sequenza XI for Guitar 
 Mark D. Porcaro

15 …and so a chord consoles us: Berio’s Sequenza XIII (Chanson) 275
 for Accordion 
 Thomas Gartmann

Bibliography 291
Discography 299
Index 301



List of Music Examples

1.1 Sequenza I: the 1958 edition, phrase 1 16
1.2 Sequenza I: the 1992 edition, phrase 1 17
1.3 Typesetting of Berio’s handwritten example of Sequenza I  
 from a letter to Nicolet (1966) 17
1.4 Sequenza I: hash marks 55–56 17
1.5 Sequenza I: hash marks 145–46 18
1.6 Sequenza I: hash marks 243–50 (at the first tempo change) 18

2.1 The opening bars of Sequenza II 45
2.2 Sequenza II: page 1, system 3, bars 1–4 46
2.3 Sequenza II: page 1, system 4, bar 10 46
2.4 Sequenza II: page 1, system 6, bars 5–10 47
2.5 Sequenza II: page 2, system 6, bars 1–8 48
2.6 Sequenza II: page 3, system 5, bars 5–8 50
2.7 Sequenza II: page 4, system 3, bar 7 to system 4, bar 4 51
2.8 Sequenza II: page 5, system 6, bars 3–6 52

3.1 Sequenza IV: bars 109–16 56
3.2 Sequenza IV: bars 8–13 57
3.3 Sequenza IV: bars 105–6 58
3.4 Leaf: bars 1–10 63
3.5 Sonata: bar 47 64
3.6 Sonata: bar 39 64
3.7 Sonata: bar 53 65

5.1 Sequenza X: segments 1–3 89
5.2 Sequenza X: pitch set outlined in segments 1–4 89
5.3 Sequenza X: segment 6 92
5.4 Sequenza X: pitch bands in segment 6 90
5.5 Sequenza X: pitch reduction of segments 9–11 91
5.6 Sequenza X: segments 22–26 93
5.7 Sequenza X: pitch range in segments 20–26 91

7.1 Chemins I 121
7.2 Sequenza VI: idiosyncratic viola chord-types 123
7.3 Chemins II: two bars after D (extract) 124
7.4 Chemins IV: two bars after A (extract) 127
7.5 Melodic development of folk elements 128
7.6 Two-part polyphony 129
7.7 Development of motifs in Chemins V  131



Berio’s Sequenzasviii

7.8 Sequenza X: page 4, last line 133
7.9 Sequenza IX pitch groups 135

8.1 Phrase structure in the opening of Sequenza VIII 140
8.2 Sequenza VIII: the compass as registral and rhythmic ground  145
8.3 Sequenza VIII: tonal references at the end of section 1 146
8.4 Sequenza VIII: tonal implications and the compass 147
8.5 The opening of section 3 of Sequenza VIII  148
8.6 Sequenza VIII: D minor triad within three distinct clusters 149
8.7 Sequenza VIII: symmetry around the compass dyad 149
8.8 Sequenza VIII: change in the compass at the end of section 3 150
8.9 The changed compass in the final section of Sequenza VIII 151

9.1 Main pitch-field of Sequenza IX 154
9.2 Sequenza IX: rhythmic and melodic patterns on page 1 155
9.3 Sequenza IX: pages 2–3 156
9.4 Sequenza IX: rhythmic pattern on page 2 156
9.5 Sequenza IX: page 3 157
9.6 Sequenza IX: melodic patterns on pages 5–6 157
9.7 Sequenza IX: melodic and rhythmic patterns on page 7 158
9.8 Sequenza IX: pages 7–9 160
9.9 Central improvisatory section in ‘Chemins V’ 164
9.10 Pitch framework for La vera storia 167

10.1 David Osmond-Smith’s outline pitch structure of Sequenza VI 176
10.2 Figures from Sequenza VIII 179
10.3 Corale: bars 1–4 180
10.4 Corale: bars 9–11 181
10.5 Corale: bars 16–20 183
10.6 Structural differences between Chemins II and Chemins IIb 188

11.1 Opening of Sequenza I 197
11.2 Sequenza I: pairings of forms of the row 198
11.3 Sequenza I: entries of the four complete occurrences of P9 199
11.4 Sequenza I: half-step and whole-tone motifs (segmentation) 200
11.5 Sequenza I: multidimensional layers of P9 203
11.6 Sequenza I: Magnani’s series 204

12.1 Sequenza IV: A-category chord objects, including 
 matrices and declensions 215
12.2 Sequenza IV: B-category chord objects, including 
 matrices and declensions 215
12.3 Sequenza IV: B-matrix chords at the dynamic climax 222



List of Music Examples ix

12.4 Sequenza IV: pendular movement between registers in 
 the chord sequence of page 6 224
12.5 Sequenza IV: maximum contrast of register in the two 
 chords of page 8 225
12.6 Sequenza IV: dilution of the pendular motion 225
12.7 Sequenza IV: the anticipation of chords in the the final section 225
12.8 Sequenza IV: chords arranged in order of decreasing complexity 
 of inner pitch distribution 228
12.9 Sequenza IV, chord progression between 1610  and 1713 229

13.1 Opening of Sequenza VI 234
13.2 Sequenza VI: melodic interjection from the first section of 
 the piece, 1:43–1:49 244
13.3 Sequenza VI: transition into section 2, 2:04–2:22 246
13.4 Sequenza VI: 7:23–7:56  248
13.5 Sequenza VI: section 6, 11:26–12:08 250
13.6 Sequenza VI: section 1, 0:43  251
13.7 Sequenza VI: section 3, 5:15–5:34 251
13.8 Sequenza VI: section 3, 5:53–5:58 252
13.9 Sequenza VI: section 3, 7:13–7:20 252
13.10 Sequenza VI: section 5, 8:46–8:57 253
13.11 Sequenza VI: section 5, 9:30 253

14.1 First four chords of Sequenza XI  259
14.2 Sequenza XI: section 1, beginnings and endings of segments  260
14.3 Sequenza XI: pitch boundaries of the outer voices in section 1  262
14.4 Sequenza XI: section 2, parts X, Y and Z (2.4–3.3) 263
14.5 Sequenza XI: section 2 cadence chord (2.4) 264
14.6 Sequenza XI:  α and β chords in section 2 (2.7) 264
14.7 Sequenza XI: new chord at 11.6 265
14.8 Most common arrangement of hexachords in Sequenza XI  266
14.9 Sequenza XI: arrangement of the pitches in hexachord a 266
14.10 Sequenza XI: pitch groupings based on hexachords (6.6) 267
14.11 Sequenza XI: alternating hexachords (4.5–6) 267
14.12 Sequenza XI: alternation of hexachords a and b (10.2–4) 268
14.13 Sequenza XI: section four divided into three voice parts 
 by range (7.6)  269
14.14 Sequenza XI: voice 1 fragmentation (7.6–9) 270
14.15 Sequenza XI: voice 2 (8.6–9) 271
14.16 Sequenza XI: similarity and overlap between sections 1 and 2 (1.1) 273

15.1 Sequenza XIII: opening theme 278
15.2 Sequenza XIII: reduction of the bass line, page 1, system 1–3 278
15.3 Sequenza XIII: virtuosic passage, page 3, system 3 278



Berio’s Sequenzasx

15.4 Sequenza XIII: pairs of pitch-class minor seconds in the 
 opening theme 280
15.5 Sequenza XIII: second 11-note sequence, page 1, system 2 281
15.6 Sequenza XIII: prominent E♭ in the third fanning-out sequence,  
 page 1, systems 2–3 281
15.7 Sequenza XIII: restatement of theme, Sequenza XIII, page 1, 
 system 4 282
15.8 Sequenza XIII: page 2, systems 1–2 283
15.9 Sequenza XIII: development of accompaniment motif on page 2 283
15.10 Sequenza XIII: gestures and layers, pages 2–3 284
15.11 Sequenza XIII: page 3, system 4 285
15.12 Sequenza XIII: B4–D♭6 leap associated with the MM 112 tempo, 
 page 4, end of system 4 286
15.13 Sequenza XIII: 11-tone field from the final page 289
15.14 Sequenza XIII: altered forms of the theme on the final page 289
15.15 Sequenza XIII: final appearance of the theme 290

Disclaimer: The Publisher acknowledges that the quality of certain music examples 
is not perfect, but this was the best that could be achieved with what was supplied 
by the contributors.



List of Tables and Figures

Tables

1.1  Segment locations 20
1.2  Ideal timings for S and F segments 21
1.3 Tempos of measured segments for each performer in beats 
 per minute 23
1.4  Total duration of each recorded performance 24
1.5 Timings (all segments) – Nicolet, Fabbriciani, Cherrier and 
 ideal timings 25
1.6  Deviation from the ‘ideal’ in measured-segment length in seconds 
 for each performer 26
1.7 Deviation from ‘ideal’ in fermata-segment length in seconds 
 for each performer 28

4.1  Line durations in seconds 69
4.2  List of harmonic fields and their relation to the grid 70
4.3  Harmonic fields and their durations 71
4.4  Line durations in Holliger’s 1976 recording 76
4.5  Line durations in the Hadady recording 78
4.6 Comparison of timings in the three sections as given in the score 
 and in the two recordings 80

6.1  Complete sung phrases in the score of Sequenza III 106
6.2  Character types extrapolated from the expressive directions 107

10.1 Relationship between structures of Sequenza VI, Chemins II  185
 and Chemins IIb

11.1 Recognizable row forms appearing between 1.1 and 3.3 198
11.2 Appearances of the main chromatic motif 201

12.1 The piano’s registers categorized according to acoustic criteria 213
12.2 Analysis of sonic structure of A-category chords 218
12.3 Analysis of sonic structure of B-category chords 221

13.1 Textural and gestural structure of Sequenza VI 242

14.1 Pitches used in section 1, arranged chromatically 261



Berio’s Sequenzasxii

Figures

1.1 Contour graphs of the first phrase for each performer 30

3.1 Attack points and decay times in Sequenza IV, bars 105–6 58
3.2 Attack points and decay times in Leaf, bars 1–10 63

4.1 First and last pitch-fields in normal form 69

9.1 Vowel matrix for ‘Chemins V’ 162
9.2 Outline of the relationships among the Sequenza-related works 169

11.1 Seven interpretations of the formal structure of Sequenza I 206

12.1 Evolution of Q and A weights in the B matrices 219
12.2 The chronological order line of amplitude values 222
12.3 The chronological order line of object’s registers 224
12.4 The chronological order line of H values 227
12.5 Excerpt of Fig. 12.2 (order ns. 1 to 41) with tendency line 227
12.6 Excerpt of Fig. 12.4 (nn. 105 to 137, corresponding to 1610–1713), 
 with tendency line 229
12.7 Minimum, average (mean) and maximum values for 
 Amplitude (A), Relative Range (R), and Harmonicity (H) 
 for all chords and declensions 231
12.8 The global formal tri-partition according to the three sonic vectors 231

13.1 Plan of Sequenza VI 241
13.2 Dynamics in Sequenza VI 243
13.3 Tempo changes in Sequenza VI 245
13.4 Sequenza VI: representation of notated timbral events 247

14.1 Form diagram for section 1 260
14.2 Form diagram for section 2 265
14.3 Form diagram for section 3 268
14.4 Form diagram for section 4 271
14.5 Form diagram for all sections 272

Disclaimer: The Publisher acknowledges that the quality of certain figures is not 
perfect, but this was the best that could be achieved with what was supplied by the 
contributors.



Notes on Contributors

Patricia Alessandrini is a PhD candidate in composition at Princeton University, 
working on a dissertation using computer applications for musical analysis. She 
previously studied composition, music theory and computer music at Columbia 
University, the Conservatorio di Bologna, the Conservatoire National de Région 
de Strasbourg, CUNY, and IRCAM. Her compositions have been performed at 
the Pacific New Music Festival (California) and Festival Musica (Strasbourg), by 
ensembles including Accroche Note, Ensemble InterContemporain, New Millennium, 
and Ensemble Itinéraire. She has taught music theory at Queens College, CUNY 
and Princeton University, as well as computer-assisted composition at the École 
Nationale de Musique de Montbéliard. From 1997–99 she was a reader for Current 
Musicology, and is actively engaged in translation in the field of musicology. 

Amanda Bayley is Reader in Music at the University of Wolverhampton. She 
completed her PhD on Bartók Performance Studies at the University of Reading 
in 1996. She is Editor of The Cambridge Companion to Bartók (Cambridge 
University Press, 2001) and has published on twentieth-century string quartets. Her 
research interests include twentieth-century music, analysing recordings, issues of 
performance and analysis, and ethnomusicology. She is President of the Society 
for Music Analysis and is involved in a British Academy-funded research project 
with the Kreutzer Quartet on creative processes in contemporary string quartets. 
Following her work as Edison Fellow at the British Library Sound Archive, she 
is currently preparing a book for Cambridge University Press on Recorded Music: 
Society, Technology, and Performance. Her research on the performance analysis of 
Bartók’s String Quartets is also contributing to a monograph on Bartók Performance 
Studies. 

Alexander R. Brinkman holds a PhD from the University of Rochester, and 
was a member of the theory faculty at the Eastman School of Music for 27 years 
before accepting his current position as Associate Professor of Music Theory at 
Temple University. He has done extensive work in computer applications, encoding 
languages, data structures and algorithms for music analysis, as well as multimedia 
programming for ear training and presentation of music analyses. He is the author of 
Pascal Programming for Music Research (University of Chicago Press, 1990) and 
many articles. As a jazz bassist, he has performed with Joe Williams, The Modernairs, 
Tex Beneke, Bill Dobbins, Carl Atkins and Christopher Azzara. He played on a CD 
with Kelly Roberts, released in 1998, and on Songs of Alec Wilder, recorded with 
soprano Valerie Errante and pianist Robert Wason for the Eastman American Music 
Series, Volume 10 (Albany Records, 2000).



Berio’s Sequenzasxiv

Andrea Cremaschi was born in 1976 in Voghera, Italy. He graduated in musicology 
from the University of Pavia with a dissertation on the aesthetics of live electronics. He 
also studied composition and electronic music at Parma Conservatoire and followed 
composition courses and workshops with Helmut Lachenmann and Gérard Grisey. 
He is a composer, performer (electroacoustic music diffusion) and musicologist. 
His main research fields are Italian twentieth-century composers and the analysis 
of electroacoustic music. He teaches harmony in Voghera and is a composition tutor 
at Parma Conservatoire. He also collaborates with Centro Tempo Reale in Florence 
and Archivio Luigi Nono in Venice.

Zoe Browder Doll is a professional pianist, and holds a DMA and MMus in Piano 
Performance from the State University of New York at Stony Brook, where she was a 
student of Christina Dahl. In 2003, she earned a Fulbright Scholarship to study piano 
in Amsterdam, Holland, with renowned avant-garde pianist Tomoko Mukaiyama. A 
specialist in contemporary music, she has participated in the premieres of numerous 
works in New York, Amsterdam, Den Haag, and Helsinki. She has had many pieces 
written for her, including Steven Bryant’s RedLine (1999). She gave her New York 
debut recital at Carnegie Hall’s Weill Recital Hall in 2000 and was an artist-in-
residence at the Banff Centre for the Arts in Alberta, Canada in 1999. 

Cynthia Folio is Associate Professor of Music Theory at Temple University, where 
she was recognized with a Lindback Award for Distinguished Teaching. She earned a 
PhD in music theory from the University of Rochester and a Performer’s Certificate 
in flute from the Eastman School of Music. She authored (and co-authored) chapters 
on jazz in New Musicology (Poznan Press, 2006) and Concert Music, Rock, and Jazz 
Since 1945 (Rochester Press, 1995). Writings on other topics, such as the relation 
between analysis and performance and the analysis of contemporary music, appear in 
various journals, and she has served on the editorial board for Music Theory Spectrum 
and ex tempore. As a composer, Cynthia has received numerous commissions and 
her works have been described as ‘confident and musical in expressing ideas of great 
substance’. A CD of eight of her compositions, Flute Loops: Chamber Music for 
Flute (with Folio performing on four) was released May 2006 by Centaur Records.

Thomas Gartmann is a musicologist and violinist, and is an assistant at the 
University of Zurich, as well as teaching at colleges in Bern, Basel and Lucerne. He 
has published widely on contemporary music, particularly on the music of Berio, and 
is a contributor to Swiss and German radio, the Neue Zürcher Zeitung and the New 
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. He has been president of the Consortium 
for the Promotion of Swiss Music since 1996 and is Deputy Director of Pro Helvetia, 
the Swiss Arts Council.

Didier Guigue was born in France and has lived in Brazil since 1982. He holds 
a doctorate in twentieth-century music and musicology from the EHESS/IRCAM, 
France and is currently a professor at the Federal University of Paraíba and a 



Notes on Contributors xv

researcher and consultant for several Brazilian Councils and Foundations. His 
activities focus on contemporary music aesthetics and analysis. He has published 
in La Revue de Musicologie, The Journal of New Music Research, the Electronic 
Musicology Review, and his second book is to be published in France by L’Harmattan 
in 2007. As a composer of mainly electronic music, he has had his work played at 
the Synthèse (France) and Elektrokomplex (Austria) Festivals, released on CD in 
Brazil and included in two international compilations released by Organized Sound 
and Leonardo Music Journal.

Janet K. Halfyard is a senior lecturer at Birmingham Conservatoire, a faculty of the 
University of Central England. Her research includes work on Luciano Berio, Cathy 
Berberian, extended vocal technique and performance practice issues in contemporary 
repertoire. She performs as an extended vocalist, working with composers such as 
Simon Emmerson, Joseph Hyde and Simon Hall, and is a founder member of the 
ensemble decibel with the composer Ed Bennett. Her publications also include work 
on film and television music, and she is the author of Danny Elfman’s Batman: A film 
score guide (2004) in the Scarecrow Press Film Score Guide series. 

Jonathan Impett is a trumpet player and composer. His work deals primarily with 
the intersection of composition, improvisation and technology in interactive music, 
for which he was awarded a Prix Ars Electronica. As well as informing his own 
music, this concern with the changing nature of musical creativity has led to projects 
such as the Metaorchestra and his recent research into the music of Luigi Nono. His 
solo recordings include Berio’s Sequenza X, and he is a member of the Amsterdam 
Baroque Orchestra and the Orchestra of the Eighteenth Century. He is a lecturer at 
the University of East Anglia.  

Eugene Montague is an assistant professor of music theory at the University of 
Central Florida. His research interests include music and physical movement, music 
in contemporary culture, and links between music and the study of consciousness. 
He is interested in a wide range of repertoire from seventeenth-century French dance 
music to contemporary punk rock. He has presented on the music of Berio and Xenakis 
at regional conferences of the Society for Music Theory and has read papers on music 
and movement at international conferences on musical semiotics and consciousness. 
Current research projects include a critique of the notion of dissonance in rhythmic 
theory, an investigation of the influence of punk rock on mainstream popular music 
and an exploration of the relationships between contemporary literature, literary 
theory and music.

Marcílio Fagner Onofre is a composer, pianist and theorist. He studies composition 
with the Brazilian composer Eli-Eri Moura and analysis with the French composer 
and musicologist Didier Guigue. His works include pieces for solo, chamber groups 
and orchestra, as well as music for the theatre. His music is played in Brazilian 
events such as the Bienal de Música Contemporânea Brasileira. He has been active 



Berio’s Sequenzasxvi

as a member of the New Composers of Paraíba Group, taking part in several of its 
concerts.

David Osmond-Smith (1946–2007) was Research Professor of Music at the 
University of Sussex, where he taught from 1973. As well as publishing a broad 
range of essays on twentieth-century music, he was widely recognized as the leading 
authority on Berio’s work, publishing two books on Berio’s music and translating  
his Two Interviews (Marion Boyars, 1985) into English. He also translated writings 
by Berio, Eco and Sanguineti, chaired the British Section of the ISCM, and acted as 
Music Commissioner for the Venice Biennale. He lectured regularly for Glyndebourne 
Festival Opera, and also in France, Scandinavia and Italy.

Mark D. Porcaro completed a PhD in Musicology at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill (USA) in 2006 with a dissertation on ‘The Secularization 
of the Repertoire of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir: 1949–1992’. He is a graduate 
of Brigham Young University, and received a Masters degree in Musicology from 
UNC Chapel Hill with a dissertation on Luciano Berio’s Sequenza XI for guitar.  His 
professional interests centre on twentieth and twenty-first century music, American 
music, as well as guitar and lute performance and literature.

Irna Priore is currently Assistant Professor of Music Theory at the University of 
North Carolina at Greensboro. She holds a PhD in music theory from the University 
of Iowa and a DMA in flute performance from the Graduate Center (City University 
of New York). She was a fellow at the Mannes Institute for Advanced Studies in 
Music Theory in 2001. She has served as visiting professor of music theory at the 
University of Iowa and as adjunct professor of music theory at the University of New 
Mexico. She has presented papers in regional and national societies in the USA and 
abroad in the areas of Schenkerian theory, post-tonal analysis, performance practice 
and Brazilian popular music.

Paul Roberts is a freelance composer, music editor and engraver. He was Luciano 
Berio’s musical assistant for Universal Edition Vienna for over 13 years, and has 
been responsible for the engraving of many of Berio’s works, including Sequenza 
I, Sequenza IV, Sequenza VII, Sequenza XIV, Chemins IV, Chemins V and Récit 
(Chemins VII). In this respect he is often required to collaborate with BMG Ricordi 
Milan, the Teatro Comunale di Firenze and the Orchestra Regionale di Toscana. 
He has published articles on Sequenza VII and Cronaca del Luogo, and his 
compositions include Consequents for soprano and ensemble (1994), commissioned 
by the Southbank Centre, London for a concert that presented performances of all 
11 Sequenzas written up to 1994. The piece is scored for the combined forces of of 
those Sequenzas and is based on their music. 

Edward Venn is Lecturer in Music at Lancaster University (UK). His research 
focuses on contemporary music and performance, and especially contemporary 



Notes on Contributors xvii

British music. He has published articles on Adès, Wood, Tippett and Finzi, and his 
book, The Music of Hugh Wood, is to be published by Ashgate in the Twentieth 
Century Music series.

Kirsty Whatley wrote her MA dissertation on the development of the harp idiom 
in twentieth-century art music and has delivered several seminars, papers and 
workshops on this subject. She is currently extending her performance research 
into the technical and historical diversity of the harp family at the Schola Cantorum 
Basiliensis in Switzerland. As a contemporary musician she frequently collaborates 
with composers and has premiered several works, including Andrew Keeling’s 
Sacred Time for solo harp. 



http://taylorandfrancis.com


Foreword

Janet K. Halfyard

Berio’s Sequenza series is one of the most remarkable achievements of the late 
twentieth century, a collection of virtuoso pieces that explores the capabilities of a 
solo instrument and its player, making extreme technical demands of the performer 
whilst developing the musical vocabulary of the instrument in compositions so 
assured and so distinctive that each piece both initiates and potentially exhausts the 
repertoire of a new genre. 

My original motivation for proposing this volume had three separate but 
interlinked sources. The first is my own relationship with Sequenza III, a piece I 
first encountered as an undergraduate student and subsequently started learning in 
the early 1990s. The process is ongoing: I doubt I shall ever stop learning Sequenza 
III. The second source is my students at Birmingham Conservatoire, all of whom 
are required by their course to engage with ideas of performance practice and 
contemporary composition. The Sequenzas are always popular choices for their 
seminars, but the continual complaint has always been ‘I can’t find any books on 
this’. Finding myself in a position to provide one, it seemed only fair that I should, 
and given the general dearth of literature on Berio in the English language, such a 
book seemed both timely and much needed.

The final source of motivation, however, was the Sequenzas themselves. 
Sequenza III is the one I am closest too as a musician and musicologist, but through 
my students and the work that the best of them have done – indeed, it tends to be the 
best of them that tackle these noticeably demanding pieces – I have come to know 
and admire the rest of the series more thoroughly. Berio offers us a series of what on 
the surface might appear to be miniatures as arguably his most outstanding legacy to 
instrumental repertoire. They are brief in terms of their duration, ranging from six to 
eighteen minutes (interestingly, these are the durations of the first and penultimate 
pieces – they evidently got longer as time went by) but in terms of their musical 
depth, they are giants of our time.

This book therefore brings together a collection of essays on a uniquely 
important group of pieces by one of the major figures of twentieth-century music. 
The Sequenzas have been significantly influential in the development of composition 
for solo instruments and voice, and there is no obviously comparable series of works 
in the output of any other modern composer. Series of pieces tend to be linked by the 
instruments for which the composer writes, but this is a series in which the pieces 
are linked instead by particular compositional aims and preoccupations – virtuosity, 
polyphony, the exploration of a specific instrumental idiom – applied to a series of 
different instruments. 
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The contributors to this volume bring a range of expertise to the discussion of the 
Sequenzas. Most are based in the UK and the USA, but there are also contributions 
by authors from Switzerland, France, Italy and Brazil. All can be considered experts 
in their field, and I am indebted to all of them for their commitment to this volume.
I am particularly grateful for the contributions from Thomas Gartmann, who has 
already published extensively on Berio’s work, and from Paul Roberts, Berio’s 
assistant from 1990 onwards, both for his own essay and the various insights he has 
been able to give on issues related to the composition of the Sequenzas that have not 
previously been in the public domain. I am especially and lastingly grateful to David 
Osmond-Smith, who passed away late in May 2007, just as this volume was going 
to print, and whose encouragement and support right from the start of the project I 
very much appreciated.

The essays have been grouped into the three main categories of performance, 
composition and analysis, although these categories are, in practice, far from 
exclusive. The essays in the performance section address issues that arise in the 
physical performance of the pieces concerned, frequently basing conclusions on 
interviews with practitioners and analysis of recordings, as well as often drawing 
on the personal knowledge and experience of the authors themselves as both 
musicologists and musicians who perform these pieces. Cynthia Folio is a flutist 
writing, with Alexander Brinkman, about Sequenza I, its many recordings, and the 
issues arising for performers from the implied differences between the 1958 and 1992 
editions of the score. Zoe Browder Doll is a pianist, looking specifically at Berio’s 
use of the sostenuto pedal in Sequenza IV, Leaf and Sonata, and the sometimes 
unpredictable results this can cause in performance. Patricia Alessandrini’s essay 
addresses the notation of Sequenza VII, its renotation by Jacqueline Leclair and how 
the proportions of the work’s structure are articulated by these two versions and 
by the timings that occur in performances of the piece. A theme that emerges here 
and elsewhere in the volume is the extent to which the Sequenzas often challenge 
conventional ideas of the nature of the instruments for which they are composed. 
Kirsty Whatley is a harpist, addressing the practical necessities and aesthetic results 
of performing Sequenza II, in particular the way the work distances itself from the 
traditional Romantic–Impressionist image of the instrument. In the final essay in 
this section, the British trumpeter and musicologist, Jonathan Impett, examines the 
rhetoric of the trumpet itself as an instrument situated between musical cultures in 
Sequenza X, addressing ideas of gesture, structure and performance in the composition 
and realization of the piece.

The essays in the composition section discuss some of Berio’s specific 
compositional concerns and his aesthetic standpoint in relation to a range of 
issues. Paul Robert’s essay here is devoted to the Chemins series, elucidating 
Berio’s compositional processes and intentions, drawing on the author’s firsthand 
knowledge as Berio’s assistant throughout the 1990s. Andrea Cremaschi focuses 
on the relationships in a particular constellation of works surrounding Sequenza IX, 
the withdrawn ‘Chemins V’ for clarinet and electronics, Part II, scene seven of La 
vera storia and Récit (Chemins VII). My own essay looks at the theatricality of 
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the Sequenzas, from the ideas of character, narrative and action that are present in 
many of them, to the theatrical nature of the virtuosity that unites them all. Two 
essays in this section bring Berio’s relationship with Umberto Eco to the fore: 
Edward Venn’s essay interrogates Eco and Berio’s notions of the Open Work across 
a broad range of Berio’s compositions, including Sequenza I and the Chemins, while 
Eugene Montague examines aesthetic concurrences between Eco’s novel Foucault’s 
Pendulum and Berio’s Sequenza VIII for violin.

Finally, the essays on analysis take a variety of different approaches to specific 
works. Irna Priore’s essay addresses issues of vestigial serial practice in the 
construction of pitch material in Sequenza I, while Didier Guigue and Marcílio 
Onofre examine the sonic character of chords in Sequenza IV, employing the system 
of analysis that Guigue is responsible for developing as part of an ongoing project 
developing methodologies for twentieth-century music analysis. Amanda Bayley 
explores the way in which Sequenza VI challenges our concept of expressivity in 
performance through analysis of how structural qualities such as dynamics, tempo, 
texture and gesture are perceived by the listener. Again, focusing on how the piece 
might be heard, Mark Porcaro examines the ‘structural polyphony’ of Sequenza XI 
and the manner in which different layers of this structure come in and out of focus 
in the course of the piece. Finally, Thomas Gartmann’s analysis of Sequenza XIII 
(Chanson) examines the gestures and layers of the work, its number games and its 
stylistic ambivalence, as Berio’s composition articulates the confrontation between 
the traditions of classical music and vernacular performance.

There are some apparent absences in the fifteen essays presented here: although 
Sequenzas III and V are discussed in some detail in David Osmond-Smith’s 
introduction and Chapter 6, Sequenza XII for bassoon and Sequenza XIV for cello 
are mentioned only briefly, and this reflects the simple fact that no proposals were 
made regarding these pieces. Sequenza XIV’s absence is undoubtedly because it was 
the last composed and is still the least well known, with no commercial recording 
available when this volume was commissioned, but there is no equally obvious 
reason for the absence of Sequenza XII. Although in an ideal world each of the 
fourteen Sequenzas might have had their own essay, the absences should not perturb 
us unduly: this book is not intended to be the last word on the series or the definitive 
version of how they should be understood. In fact, as much as anything, these essays 
reveal rather effectively the extent to which different – and potentially conflicting 
– understandings and readings of the pieces are both possible and unavoidable. Any 
writer comes to any composition with their own intellectual and musical intentions 
and preoccupations, and these agendas play a necessary and productive role in 
allowing our understanding of the material being addressed to develop, pointing to 
new directions that might be pursued and new approaches that might be taken. This 
volume, therefore, aims to be inclusive but makes no claims to being an exhaustive 
account of the Sequenzas. It brings together a range of approaches and a range 
of readings of both the pieces and the series that demonstrate the richness of this 
repertoire and the many levels on which Berio’s compositions can be considered.
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Birmingham Conservatoire for their practical support of my work; Helen Beecroft 
for her moral support and practical help with the musical examples; Duncan Fielden 
and David Saint; the library staff at the Conservatoire, particularly Robert Allan, 
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Notes on the Text

Octave designation

Where authors refer to specific pitches, the text uses the octave designation system 
employed by the Acoustical Society of America, which numbers octaves from lowest 
to highest as follows:

 

Dates of composition

There are some differences betweens dates of composition as shown on the scores of 
some of the Sequenzas and the dates of composition attributed to the pieces in other 
sources such as David Osmond-Smith’s catalogue for his 1991 monograph on Berio. 
These apparent discrepancies can largely be attributed to the fact that they tend to 
refer to different aspects of a work’s progress. For example, in the case of Sequenza 
XII, Berio started work on the composition around 1992, a fact easily obtained from 
Pascal Gallois’ own account of his work with Berio (see www.pascalgallois.com); 
most sources give the date of composition as 1995 (the year of completion and the 
piece’s premiere), while Universal Edition gives the date of the final score as 1997. 
All of these dates are accurate within their own terms of reference, although this 
variety of dates may at first appear contradictory.
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Introduction 
 

David Osmond-Smith 
 
 
 
 

Luciano Berio knew enough about words not to laugh at musicologists (or at least, 
not as often as they perhaps deserved). In a world dizzy with verbiage, he knew 
well enough that the space through which music may follow its own compass must 
be defended from logos by logos: fighting words, cautious scholarly words or, in 
his own case, playful raids upon the inarticulate which never underestimate the 
vastness of the territories into which they have ventured. When one of the regiment 
of commentators found the mot juste, he applauded; when they floundered in 
labyrinthine elucubrations, he sighed wryly – but did not mock.  

He also knew enough about words to choose cannily when it came to titles for 
his compositions. To call one piece for flute in 1958 a Sequenza helps focus 
listeners’ attention upon how musical time passes. To call seven of them thus – as 
he had done by 1969 – sets up expectations of a series which at the time prompted 
the question: having started, where would he stop? (As the sixties concluded, it 
looked as though this series – then seven, with numbers III to VII produced in a 
continuous flow from 1965–69 – had indeed also drawn to a close. Yet in 1976 he 
returned to the concept with a large work for violin, and thereafter composed 
roughly two Sequenzas per decade until seven had become fourteen.) It also, of 
course, prompts the interviewer or journalist, forever in search of ‘a few words’ for 
a publisher to print, to ask why these fourteen large works for single performer are 
all called ‘Sequenza’?  

Berio was ready for his questioners: it was because these works set in play a 
sequence of fixed harmonic fields. For those seeking a first handhold when coming 
to grips with the scores, that is unquestionably a useful starting-point – at least 
from Sequenzas V and VI onward. But as Berio observed of himself, like a good 
Ligurian, he never threw anything away, so you must also expect of the Sequenzas 
that they become ever more fascinated by revisiting past procedures from the fresh 
perspectives opened up by a new instrumental domain. They become more and 
more like Finnegans Wake: full of echoes, full of interweaving levels. Since it is 
the subtlety of the weave that lends fascination, one risks the prosaic if one 
solemnly teases out the threads. But if the musicologist is the fall guy of the art that 
they serve, a little mockery is worth the risk. 
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The ‘sequence’ alluded to in the title of the 1958 virtuoso work for flute is 
primarily a melodic sequence. More accurately, it incorporates a series of 
rereadings of a pitch sequence.1 Generating the new by rereading an established 
musical ‘text’ – modifying octave placement and rhythmic proportion to the point 
where melodic identity dissolves into transformation – is a predilection that derives 
from the experience of serialism (as indeed does Berio’s concern, at this point in 
the later 1950s, to make active use of the full chromatic pitch resources at his 
disposal). We are as yet at some distance from the concept of ‘harmonic field’ as it 
was to be subsequently understood. The sequence of pitch-classes is established for 
at least those portions of Sequenza I dedicated to ‘rereading’; but octave placement 
and durational proportions are maximally variable. Yet such pitch-class identities, 
quickly evident to the score reader, are calculatedly occult for the listener deprived 
of perfect pitch and a photographic memory. The same could not be said when the 
‘rereading’ principle re-asserts itself as a major structural force in the first part of 
Sequenza VI (1967). For now the basic ‘text’ – a long, chromatically ascending 
sequence of chords – is instantly recognizable in each of its various manifestations. 
The ‘rereading’ of a basic repertoire of chords may be done either by adding or 
subtracting pitches. In the case of Sequenza VI the principle is subtractive: a 
hypothetical sequence of four-note chords (fully manifest in the electronic organ 
part of Chemins II, elaborated in the same year around Sequenza VI) is subject to 
deletions or sketched allusions according to what conveniently lies beneath the 
hand of the viola player, whereas in Sequenza IV, written over the previous two 
years, a collection of chords2 built from superposed triads (and thus again 
elaborating a vocabulary from the traditional placement of hands on instrument) is 
playfully corrupted by the displacement and addition of individual pitches. The 
exploratory verve derived from juxtaposing chords selected from an established 
collection – from interrogating the syntactic potential of that collection – has much 
in common with the similarly open-ended, self-regenerating choice of melodic 
relations from a fixed pitch-field.  

Drawing consequences from the juxtaposition of dissimilar objects or gestures 
is in fact one of the most consistent features of the Sequenzas – muted in the case 
of a purely melodic conception, such as Sequenza IX for clarinet (1980), but blatant 
in the case of Sequenza II for harp (1963), Sequenza III for voice (1965–66), or 
Sequenza XI for guitar (1987–88). On a structural level, such consequences are the 
fruit of a tension – one might adopt one of Berio’s favourite metaphors, and call it 
a counterpoint – between musical time and dramaturgical time. Berio’s deep 
knowledge of the nineteenth-century repertoire was such that he felt no 
compunction in engineering the most traditionally ‘organic’ of climaxes, followed 

                                                           
1  For a few examples, see David Osmond-Smith, Berio (Oxford/New York, 1991), p. 

31, or the essay by Irna Priore, chapter 11 in this volume. 
2  In a public interview at the Trondheim Chamber Music Festival, 2002, Berio 

introduced this Sequenza by recalling the jazzmens’ enquiry of each other: ‘How many 
chords you got?’ 
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by meditative relaxation. Sequenza VI is an evident case in point, and Jonathan 
Impett’s essay in this volume points to the same sensibility at work in Sequenza X 
for trumpet (1984). Yet Berio’s sense of dramaturgy – even if it be simply the 
drama of a virtuoso wrestling with their instrument – has a much more specific 
origin. If asked what was the most profound influence operating upon his sense of 
theatre, Berio would invariably reply: ‘Brecht’. This might at first surprise those 
who know him principally from his musical theatre – which at least in later years is 
devoid of the didactic motivations that underlay Brechtian dramaturgy. But it will 
not greatly surprise those who know the Sequenzas well.  

Berio’s reflections upon Brechtian dramaturgy stem from a specific and 
formative experience. In the winter of 1955–56, a few months before his death, 
Brecht attended the final rehearsals of Giorgio Strehler’s production for the Piccolo 
Teatro in Milan of Die Dreigroschenoper. Bruno Maderna conducted the band and 
was thus able to negotiate Berio’s presence among the small body of artists and 
intellectuals permitted to follow rehearsals. Watching Brecht and Strehler at work 
became a profoundly formative experience for many of those accorded this 
privilege, and since Berio and Maderna were constantly at work together 
consolidating the newly opened Studio di Fonologia, it is fair to assume that their 
understanding of the dramaturgical principles that Brecht strove to realize was 
reinforced by their own discussions.  

Because they have their echo in various of the Sequenzas, it is worth pausing 
for a moment to consider the theoretical nexus formed by the two cardinal 
dramaturgical concepts underlying Brecht’s epic theatre: Verfremdung, usually 
translated as ‘alienation’, and Gestus.3 Alienation is essentially the critical 
suspension of empathy – of the pleasing illusion that we ‘know how some other 
person feels’. In its simplest and crudest form, it is achieved when an actor giving a 
‘realistic’, post-Stanislavskian performance suddenly steps out of role. The 
spectator is confronted by the fact that the actor is giving a performance, and is 
implicitly invited to consider whether one is equally ‘performing’ one’s everyday 
‘self’.4 Importantly for Berio, Brecht generalized the principle. Theatre consisted of 
a bundle of mutually alienating praxes: naturalistic acting, mannered acting, song, 
projected texts, and so on Their juxtaposition within theatre obliged the spectator 
to adopt a critical appraisal of their status and intention as artifice, to ask why they 
were thus juxtaposed rather than ‘going with the flow’ of any one of them. The 
most immediately evident example within Berio’s work is Sequenza III for voice, 
where lyric singing, speech and ‘everyday vocal acts’ such as laughter or coughing 

                                                           
3  For a concise history of Brecht’s introduction of the term Verfremdung, see John 

Willett’s note in Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, ed. and trans. John Willett (London, 
1964), p. 99. For an exemplification by Brecht of Gestus as employed in his New York 
production of Die Mutter, see the same volume, pp. 82–3. 

4  C.f. Chuang Tzu’s well-known parable on the lability of identity. He had dreamt that 
he was a butterfly. On awaking, he had no means of knowing whether he was a man who 
had dreamt that he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming that he was a man. 
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are juxtaposed in a vertiginously compressed manner, mutually alienating one 
another. And as Janet Halfyard points out in her essay on Sequenza III in this 
volume, the fact that the performer is instructed to walk on to the stage already 
producing muttering vocalizations inevitably throws into confusion an audience 
engaged in the usual concert-hall ritual of applauding a soloist’s entrance – a 
classic Brechtian alienation device in that it compels the audience into self-
consciousness of what they are doing, row upon row, staring at this woman. Yet 
this implosion of what Brechtians refer to as the ‘A-effect’ is only the most 
extreme of its applications within the Sequenzas. For the same ‘encyclopaedic’ 
sensibility, the same quintessentially twentieth-century preoccupation with finding 
ways whereby traditionally incompatible idioms may be persuaded to inhabit the 
same musical space, comes straight to the fore when Berio writes Sequenzas for 
instruments that did not develop their identities within the Western orchestra, such 
as the guitar (Sequenza XI) or the accordion (Sequenza XIII). In both instances 
performative and harmonic gestures that would traditionally articulate popular 
forms of dance and song instead have to find ways of survival in mutually 
alienating dialogue with those features of Berio’s musical language – the gradual 
exploration of the potential of a fixed harmonic field, for instance – that serve to 
dynamize his fluid, wandering forms. Similarly Sequenza XII for bassoon 
persuades into cohabitation the extraordinary ‘extended’ techniques developed by 
its dedicatee, Pascal Gallois – such as the immensely slow downward glissando, 
supported by circular breathing, that opens the work – and gestures from its 
traditional orchestral personae: the agile staccato bass, the lyrical tenor register, 
and so on. Technical innovation and encyclopaedic historical awareness mutually 
alienate one another. 

The Brechtian A-effect does not of itself necessarily have wider formal 
implications. It falls to his related concept of Gestus to give a sense of the wider 
dimensions operating in theatrical time. Gestus is a theatrical praxis that Brecht – 
and his commentators – tended to exemplify rather than to define, but one may risk 
a simple metaphor. If there are concurrent and mutually alienating threads running 
through a performance, the Gestus is achieved where they are knotted together to 
form a striking and semantically dense theatrical moment. One might take an 
example from Strehler’s 1956 production of Die Dreigroschenoper – one 
sufficiently striking that Strehler transposed it to his two subsequent productions of 
the work.5 In Act 1, scene ii, Tiger Brown, High Sheriff of London, has taken an 
hour off from his professional duties to attend the wedding of his old pal, the arch-
hoodlum Mac the Knife. They grow sentimental about the good old days when 
both served together in the British Indian army, keeping subject nations in order. 
Lights change, the organ is lit up, and the two launch into their favourite routine 
from the old days: the ‘Kannonensong’. Mac’s gang, all in their best suits, listen to 
the first two verses in silence. In Strehler’s version, by the third verse they have 
                                                           

5  I am indebted to the description given in David L. Hirst, Giorgio Strehler 
(Cambridge, 1993), pp. 98–9. 
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taken to marching on the spot and, while reaching into their pockets for the tools of 
their trade – knives, guns, knuckle-dusters – bawl out the chorus’s sardonic 
celebration of putting to cannibalistic use the shredded flesh of lesser peoples, 
while a back-projection glows red with fire. The chorus ends; guns are fired; 
blackout. Then the sardonic celebration of a mobster marriage resumes as if 
nothing had happened.  

This momentary intertwining of political and criminal violence emerging from 
a façade of low-life elegance, this underlining of ‘as above, so below’ – which after 
all was the fundamental topos of John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera, which Brecht took 
as his model – is a typical, if fairly rudimentary example of Brechtian Gestus. One 
may see a similarly overt and raw example in Berio’s Sequenza V for trombone. 
The very name of the instrument unleashes a whole cloud of associations for an 
Italian speaker. Trombone – a big ‘tromba’ or trumpet – is also a big tube or pump. 
It is also (among many other things) a blunderbuss. ‘Trombare’ is, in Tuscan slang, 
‘to copulate’, but also ‘to fail’. ‘Trombonare’, by aural metaphor, is to act the 
windbag, yet for lovers of obscene visual metaphor the trombone slide may evoke 
the male phallus in action (and of course phalluses and guns are all too familiar a 
popular comparison, and are both rich sources of masculine performance anxiety). 
No surprise, then, that the performer enters (in full evening dress), ‘strikes the 
poses of a variety showman about to sing an old favourite’ – in other words, 
intimates to the audience his intention to perform – raises his trombone–phallus–
rifle aloft and ‘shoots’ a single note before lowering his instrument. The gesture is 
repeated several times to allow the associations to sink in; then other notes of a 
fixed field are gradually introduced, as are frantic clatterings of a vibrating hand-
held plunger mute at the bell of the trombone. As hysteria reaches its height, the 
performer suddenly lowers his instrument and asks the most devastating (and 
eminently Brechtian) of questions that one might address to a male erection or to 
an aimed rifle: ‘why?’. The performer sits down, and continues his private 
meditations with both mute and voice through the trombone echoing that all too 
probing ‘[u]–[a]–[i]’. 

Such associations will of course strike different spectators with different force. 
And for the pure in heart, and curious of mind, Berio had ready a further layer of 
meaning – one agreeably tailored for the manufacturer of programme notes. His 
anecdote concerning Grock is discussed in Janet Halfyard’s essay in this volume: 
and it is precisely the sort of mimed parable on performance anxiety that might 
most readily accrete to itself a cohort of more Rabelaisian shadows.6 Sequenza V’s 
use of Brechtian Gestus to generate dark comedy was plainly not lost on Edoardo 

                                                           
6  As will be obvious upon reflection, Grock’s routine was a mimed parable upon 

failure in musical performance (a theme taken up by the unfortunate tenor in Berio’s 
Opera). But Berio’s Sequenza does not act out failure – it speaks of it in the inevitable 
programme note. So a good Brechtian would ask: ‘just what has failed?’ 



6 David Osmond-Smith 

Sanguineti, who concluded his introductory poem for the work: ‘why do you want 
to know, I say to you, why I say to you why?’7  

Such ‘open’ use (in the sense espoused by Umberto Eco) of Brechtian Gestus is 
by no means confined to those Sequenzas traditionally acknowledged as 
‘theatrical’. To give but one example, when feeding to commentators an 
interpretive strategy for Sequenza VIII for violin, Berio never failed to mention 
Bach’s solo violin partitas – and particularly the Chaconne from the second Partita 
in D minor. Although Berio was certainly not going to activate such associations 
by an overt musical quotation, he nevertheless placed at the structural core of the 
violin Sequenza a musical object that is capable of arousing such associations for 
those listeners disposed to weave an extra semantic layer into their reception of the 
work: an accented, dissonant dyad of A plus B. The Bach Chaconne is propelled 
into its magnificent gyre by leaping, in its second bar, onto an analogous accented 
dissonant dyad: D plus E. In Berio’s Sequenza, the dyad is, if anything, a 
gravitational fulcrum differing from the analogous sustained B that anchors the 
oboe Sequenza only by the fact that it never loses its bowed accent – in other 
words, the performance gesture that links it to the Bach Chaconne. So although the 
gesture of bowing a heavily accented dissonant dyad functions as a structural 
marker – as does a Brechtian Gestus, which in effect marks a punctum in the flow 
of dramaturgical time – it also reminds us that Berio, although perfectly 
understanding the practical devising of the Brechtian Gestus, nevertheless engages 
in a ‘creative misreading’ of the device when theorizing around it. While Brecht 
took repeated pains to emphasize that dramaturgical Gestus does not necessarily 
involve physical gesture, Berio, in his 1961 essay ‘Du geste et de Piazza Carità’, 
projects a proto-semiological interpretation onto the term, evoking the rich 
semantic cloud of associations behind any gesture (including, of course, a 
performative gesture):  

 
One cannot invent a gesture entirely anew, because it always implies a relation with the 
diverse histories and customs, both social and expressive, that cohabit within it. The 
gestures of Brecht’s epic theatre are in part inhabited by the gestural repertories of silent 
cinema and Japanese N  theatre. 8 
 

Brecht might have assented to the observation but would almost certainly have 
pointed out that whether or not the use of such gesture functions as Gestus depends 
upon its role in dramaturgical structure. The recurrent accented dissonant dyad of 

                                                           
7  ti dico: perché, perché? e sono la secca smorfia di un clown: 
 perché vuoi sapere, ti dico, perché ti dico perché? 
8  Luciano Berio, ‘Du geste et de Piazza Carità’, La Musique et ses problèmes 

contemporains, Cahiers Renaud-Barrault 41 (1963), reprinted in a revised Italian version in 
Sequenze per Luciano Berio (Milan 2000), pp. 275–77. English translation by David 
Osmond-Smith. 



 Introduction 7 

Sequenza VIII makes sense as Gestus; the individual quixotic ‘incidents’ of 
multiphonics – singular sound-objects – in Sequenza VII for oboe do not. 
 Such a proliferation of semantic currents within purely instrumental works, 
such an overt acknowledgement of responsibility towards the history of the 
instrument in question, places formidable burdens upon the musicological 
commentator. Sequenzas that are patently ‘studies’ in traditionally intra-musical 
matters – Sequenza IV for piano as a study in harmonic density and syntax, 
Sequenza IX for clarinet as a study in melodic thought – lend themselves to the 
‘parametric’ preoccupations of traditional analysis. Not, of course, that the others 
do not, but they in addition solicit a semiological exegesis that is far harder to do 
more than sketch.  

As I suggested at the start of this introduction, Berio would have empathized 
with the commentator’s dilemma – but might well have seized the opportunity to 
underline that there are certain dimensions of human experience upon which music 
exerts a surer hold than does language. His readiness to bridge that gap, to offer 
something to those eager for a verbal hand-hold by which to lower themselves into 
the swirls and eddies of music, could at times create problems for the general 
commentator. Like many creative personalities, he was most ready to reach for the 
metaphors that illuminated his most recent music. A simple case in point is the 
series of Chemins that he elaborated around certain of his Sequenzas. Beyond the 
early seventies, it became an accepted critical commonplace to employ Berio’s 
own favoured metaphor: the Sequenza was a rich and multilayered text to which as 
composer he would return to supply musical ‘commentary’. But unlike verbal 
commentary, where one absorbs first text and subsequently commentary – even if 
it be by alternating between the two – Berio’s musical commentaries elaborate 
upon a text simultaneously with that text’s own unfolding. They add extra layers to 
it or pare it down, so that an alternative way of describing the phenomenon – one 
to which Berio himself resorted as a corrective to critics’ descriptions of the third 
movement of Sinfonia as a ‘collage’ – is that it focuses upon differing degrees of 
harmonic density. In other words, rather than ‘rereading’ a pre-established musical 
harmonic or melodic sequence as a mode of development and extension within a 
given work – as noted above in relation to Sequenzas VI and I – Berio is taking a 
completed work and accreting around it further layers of material that reflect and 
develop what was laid down in the musical text. That text thereby generates its 
own harmonic backdrop (as in Chemins IV), or its own partial self-annihilation (as 
in Chemins II).  

The crux here for some commentators is ‘what is pre-established?’ The 
metaphor of text and commentary implies that one antecedes the other; and the 
narrative dear to musicologists that they are hovering at the composer’s shoulder 
watching the work being created obliges them to posit a chronological succession. 
Nor is that succession in question as regards the later Chemins. Six years separate 
the composition of Sequenza VII for oboe and the Chemins IV that is formed 
around it.. Similarly, four years separate Sequenza VIII for violin and its own 
‘chemins’, Corale; twelve years separate Sequenza X for trumpet and Kol Od 


