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Abstract

The objective of this essay is to first extract how Luciano Berio criticises the 

traditional view of a linear narrative of music history and how this has affected 

audiences in their reception of musical works. Secondly, it seeks to observe how 

these attitudes manifest themselves in his music through a close reading of 

Sequenzas II, V and VI, followed by an exploration of how the self-quotation 

Sequenzas II and V are elaborated into Chemins I and II and finally, examining how 

quotation of other composers is used in the third section of Sinfonia. From the 

analysis, the author concludes that the effect of the manifestation of Berio’s views is 

essentially alienating. Furthermore, the author concludes that this alienation is 

actually Berio’s objective and can be seen as stemming from Berio’s belief in the 

educative power of music to reshape the perceptions and expectations of audiences 

and performers. 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‘Remembering the Future’: A Study of Luciano 
Berio’s Dialogue with the Past

‘...the lake which sets out in search of its source...’ 1

Luciano Berio was a composer who both pushed boundaries with his music and 

sought to communicate his compositional aesthetic academically and as a result, he 

presents an opportunity for musicologists of the contemporary avant-garde to 

explore how a 21st century composer’s ideas manifest themselves in music. Of 

particular interest is the emphasis Berio places on an understanding of history as the 

driving force behind his musical vision. Berio’s views resonate from his belief that 

musical composition is a ‘social act’  which reflects his attitude that music history is 2

constructed by not only musical forms, but the ways in which music is received and 

the ‘social mechanisms’ which surround it.  Through this Berio challenges the 3

primacy of the musical ‘text’ within the relationships between composer, performer 

and audience and the historical narratives which inform their musical experiences.  4

These views contribute to a reevaluation of the linear narrative of music history and 

also the importance of the ‘work-concept’, as propounded by Lydia Goehr,  as 5

central to our understanding of it. Berio acknowledges that single works cannot 

represent significant markers within a linear history as they contain within 

 Luciano Berio, Remembering the Future, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006, 20.1

 George W. Flynn, ‘Listening to Berio’s Music’, The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 61 No. 3, July 2

1975, 393.

 Andrea Cremaschi and Francesco Giomi, ‘“Parrrole”: Berio’s Words on Music Technology’, 3

Computer Music Journal, Vol. 28 No. 1, Spring 2004, 29-30.

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 3-4.4

 See Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of 5

Music, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.



themselves their own historical influences; as Berio states: ‘a text is always a 

plurality of texts’.  Furthermore, for Berio, ‘a musical work is never alone’ and is 6

always viewed in relation to both contemporaneous musical texts and their historical 

antecedents. By viewing works in this way Berio expresses a similar notion to 

Rochberg’s concept of ‘radial’ time which presents the idea that history should be 

viewed as an interconnected web of musical works.  This can be seen in Berio’s use 7

of the metaphor of a ‘library’ which invites us ‘to suspend or to confound our 

chronologies’ to describe music history;  the implication of which is that the 8

chronological element is not a defining feature of music history and that past, present 

and future are ‘relative and even interchangeable identities’.  Having broadly outlined 9

Berio’s historical view, the objective of this essay is to investigate how it manifests 

itself in Berio’s music and explore the resulting alienating effect. Through 

examination of the Sequenzas, with particular focus on Sequenza V, I explore how 

Berio uses virtuosity to subvert the historical precedents of performance and 

morphological distortions to disrupt traditional connotations of instruments. By then 

analysing how Sequenzas II and VI have been elaborated into Chemins I and II, I 

examine how Berio uses his own music history through self-quotation to continue the 

subversions and disruptions found in the Sequenzas into a larger concert 

experience. Finally, I look at how Berio has used quotation of other composers’ 

material in the third section of Sinfonia to build a critical dialogue with his audience. 

By studying the manifestations of Berio’s historical view in these works, I conclude 

that the effect they create is essentially alienating, distancing audiences from the act 

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 126.6

 David Metzer, Quotation and Cultural Meaning in Twentieth Century Music, Cambridge: 7

Cambridge University Press, 2003, 111.

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 9.8

 ibid., 63-4.9
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of enjoyment of the musical experience and instead, awakening in them an critical 

awareness of the historical narratives which contribute to the concert experience. 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‘...virtuosity often arises out of conflict...’ 10

Before discussing the Sequenzas and the dialogues with musical histories which 

pervade them, it is important to highlight Berio’s awareness of the historical 

precedents which dictate the expectations of musical performance. Firstly, Berio 

states that concert halls are ‘shrines to memory’;  through this metaphor, Berio 11

invokes the idea that concert halls are places in which audience members worship 

cultural memories. Furthermore, he describes them as ‘museum[s]’ suggesting that 

the works performed within are revered by the audience for their cultural value.  12

Both ideas highlight Berio’s criticism of the deification of the ‘work-concept’ and how 

concert halls have helped to assert the behavioural conventions surrounding musical 

performances; Goehr recognises this too, placing the erection of concert halls as a 

key factor in the development of the modern traditions of the concert going 

experience and the veneration of the ‘work-concept’.  Berio’s criticism extends to 13

the historical connotations of instruments which he describes as ‘concrete 

depositories of historical continuity’;  the suggestion here is that the bodies of 14

musical works which have been written help to define the character and sound 

expected by an audience when witnessing an instrumental recital. In the Sequenzas, 

Berio challenges these historical expectations through the deployment of virtuosity. 

This is an element which can be found in all the Sequenzas and also, carries a 

historical significance for Berio; he defines true virtuosity as a ‘virtuosity of 

 Luciano Berio, Rossana Dalmonte et al., Luciano Berio: Two Interviews, New York: Marion 10

Boyars, 1985, 90.

 ibid., 62.11

 ibid., 63.12

 Goehr, The Imaginary Museum, 239-40.13

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 25.14
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intelligence’  and the ability to ‘move within a broad historical perspective...resolving 15

the tension between the creativity of yesterday and today’.  In the Sequenzas, 16

virtuosity aids in Berio’s ‘re-discovery’ of each solo instrument,  attacking 17

expectations and leading to the alienation of both audience and performer. For the 

audience, the disruption in their expectations results in an isolating effect which 

removes them from a position of enjoyment and into a critical awareness of the 

performance and the roles of the performer, instrument, the music and themselves 

as receivers. This allows them to reassess the historical precedents which formed 

these expectations. Additionally, there is a similar effect on the performer whose 

expectations of performing on their instrument are disrupted. The goal of Berio’s 

alienation techniques is the reeducation of the audience as receiver and performer 

as interpreter. Further alienation is caused for the audience as the attack on their 

expectations is not always experienced pleasurably contrasting with the usual 

positive experience received from witnessing virtuosity.18

Joseph Kerman’s elements of ‘virtù’: ‘bravura, mimesis, and spontaneity’,  19

are all evident in Berio’s Sequenzas and through manipulation of these, in particular, 

spontaneity, he transforms the recital into a piece of theatre. Furthermore, it is 

acknowledged by Janet Halfyard that any display of virtuosity is, in essence, a piece 

 ibid., 65.15

 Berio, Dalmonte et al., Luciano Berio, 91.16

 John Dack, ‘The Nature of the Instrument: Luciano Berio, Instrumental Thought and 17

Schaefferian Theory’, Angela Ida De Benedictis, Luciano Berio: Nuove Prospettive/New 
Perspectives, Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2012, 347.

 Joseph Kerman, Concerto Conversations, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999, 18

66.

 ibid., 68.19
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of theatre as its communication is best achieved through live performance.  The 20

alienating potential of theatre is explored most prominently in the work of Bertolt 

Brecht and his influence on Berio must be noted. David Osmond-Smith has 

recognised the influence of Brecht on Berio’s own theatrical works;  however, the  21

potential extension of the principles of Brechtian alienation into purely musical 

performance is something Berio understands.  Through the application of Brechtian 22

alienation in musical performance, Berio sees the potential to ‘question the very idea 

of musical reality’  and awaken the audience to ‘make [their] own critical 23

conclusions’.  What results from the theatricality employed by Berio is a 24

reevaluation of the role of the performer within the recital context. No longer is the 

performer merely an intermediary between the composer and their audience, but 

they are separated from both the music and their instrument allowing the audience to 

perceive the performer as another element of the musical realisation process, 

‘dissociating’  them from their instrument and the music they perform. This allows 25

Berio to isolate and comment on the historical precedents which affect the 

audience’s expectations regarding the role of the performer, instrument, music and 

the audience themselves within the recital context.

Sequenza V is one of the most overtly theatrical of the Sequenzas and has 

been discussed as an examples of such. However, the theatricality of both works is 

 Janet K. Halfyard, ‘Provoking Acts: The Theatre of Berio’s Sequenzas’, Janet K. Halfyard, 20

Berio’s Sequenzas: Essays on Performance, Composition and Analysis, Burlington: Ashgate, 
2007, 116.

 David Osmond-Smith, Berio, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991, 99.21

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 114.22

 ibid., 2.23

 Luciano Berio, ‘Form’ in John Beckwith and Udo Kasemets, The Modern Composer and 24

His World, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1961, 144.

 Bálint András Varga, Three Questions for Sixty-Five Composers, Rochester: Rochester 25

University Press, 2011, 93.
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often not associated with its alienating effect and this effect can be observed beyond 

the theatricality. In Sequenza V, the theatrical element stems from its source of 

inspiration, the Swiss clown Grock;  the links to whom can be seen in the use of the 26

chair, the simultaneous singing and playing  and the ‘Why?’ which is spoken at the 27

end of the A section is a direct reference to one of Grock’s performances.  For the 28

performer, the first understanding of this theatricality comes from reading the 

performance notes which give stage directions regarding movement during the 

piece.  The theatrical element becomes more explicit in the opening system of the 29

work as the trombonist is required to utilise the gestures of raising and lowering the 

trombone to emphasise the A which he plays. These gestures contradict the 

audience’s expectation of a recital by being incongruous with solo performance 

traditions and draw attention to the ‘performer as a person separate from the 

instrument’;  the structural prominence of the gestures, being placed at the 30

beginning of the work, announces the importance of theatricality throughout the 

whole of Section A. The effect is immediate alienation of the audience and a 

challenge for them to adopt a position of critical awareness as the piece continues to 

question the historical precedents of the recital performance. Niels Christian Hansen 

draws attention to the comic effect of the absent note following the fourth repetition 

of the A;  here, Berio manipulates the audience into an expectation of the fifth A but 31

 ibid.26

 Barrie Webb, ‘Performing Berio’s Sequenza V’, Contemporary Music Review, Vol. 26 No. 27

2, April 2007, 208.

 Varga, Three Questions, 93.28

 Score references from Luciano Berio, Sequenza V: for trombone solo, London: Universal 29

Edition, 1968.

 Halfyard, ‘Provoking Acts’, 110-111.30

 Niels Christian Hansen, ‘Luciano Berio’s Sequenza V Analyzed along the Lines of Four 31

Analytical Dimensions Proposed by the Composer’, JMM: The Journal of Musical Meaning, 
vol. 9, Winter 2010, 23.
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denies it to them. This form of manipulation becomes a theme of the piece. The most 

explicitly theatrical moment in the opening section is the spoken ‘why?’ highlighted 

by its structural significance as the climax of the section; it is also a significantly 

alienating moment. Whilst there is no indication that the performer should direct the 

‘why?’ to the audience, doing so would certainly enhance its alienating effect by 

utilising the Brechtian technique of breaking the fourth wall; by speaking directly to 

the audience, it breaks the illusion that they are merely observers and highlights their 

role as receivers of the performance. Additionally, the abandonment of the explicit 

use of the trombone and vowel sounds which have been used up to this moment and 

the vocalisation of a coherent word dissociates the performer from their instrument, 

subverting the expectation of the performer merely as the player of their instrument. 

The fact that Berio chooses to use Grock’s question as his climax is significant as it 

summarises the purpose of the alienation: the awakening of the audience to question 

why they react to and interpret the Sequenza in the ways they do, leading them to a 

reevaluation of the historical precedents which have defined their reactions.

However, it is not only through the deployment of theatricality that Sequenza 

V is in dialogue with music history. One of Berio’s objectives in writing the 

Sequenzas was the replication of the implied polyphony found in the music of 

Bach.  This goal shows an explicit desire to connect with a history of which the 32

audience would be aware and invites them to listen to the work mindful of this 

historical technique. The way Berio disrupts this polyphony causes  alienation. In 

section A, John Dack identifies ‘two restricted lines of pitch’, proposing that the 

polyphony Berio desires is created by these two lines.  However, I have identified 33

 Berio, Dalmonte et al., Luciano Berio, 97.32

 John Dack, ‘Instruments from an Instrument: Schaefferian ‘Instrumental Analysis’ and 33

Berio’s Sequenza V for Solo Trombone’, Contemporary Music Review, Vol. 32 No. 5, 
November 2013, 442.

�8



four voices within the opening section of the work, three defined by pitch and the 

fourth by timbre. The first voice, introduced by the initial A, can be designated the 

upper voice and is discernible by the use of the higher pitches, A, E-flat/D-sharp and 

F-sharp which are gradually introduced throughout the section. The second voice, 

introduced in the middle of the first system, can be designated the middle voice and 

is defined by the use of the pitches, E, G-sharp/A-flat and D. The third voice, 

introduced by the low F in the second system, can be designated the lower voice 

and concentrates on the pitches F, G and B-flat. The fourth voice is incongruous with 

the others as it is defined by a shift in timbre, namely the use of the voice. Whilst the 

introduction of the vowel sound ‘[u]’ at the end of the first system, and the 

subsequent introduction of ‘[u a]’ use the same pitches as both the upper and middle 

voices, because they are voiced away from the instrument, they represent a 

significant timbral shift from the previous pitch-based polyphony. It should also be 

noted how the introduction of the vowel sounds, which are derived from the ‘why?’ at 

the end of section A, anticipate the disruption of the timbre and morphological 

transformation of the trombone which occurs in section B; this can be seen in the 

second system with vocalisation of the fourth voice into the trombone and the 

inhaling sound prior to the ‘why?’. However, the disruption of the polyphony in 

section A is not restricted to timbre. The glissandi, the first of which is found in 

system 2, challenge the defined pitches of the voices and the introduction of the C-

sharp in the third system anticipates the uncertainty of the pitches where the 

movement of the slide is defined visually. By announcing that one of the objectives of 

Sequenza V is the achievement of a form of baroque polyphony, Berio sets up an 

expectation in the audience whose anticipation is initially rewarded only to be 

disrupted; this results in an alienating effect which raises questions over the 

historically defined timbral capabilities of the trombone and the ways in which 
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performers are defined by their interaction solely with their instrument. The pitch 

distortions have a similar effect but focus the critical awareness of the audience on 

the historical precedents of pitch-based polyphony.

It is interesting to note that the disproportion between the duration of sections 

A and B has the effect of making section B seem longer than it is.  Furthermore, by 34

examining the opening section in terms of gestural time, as defined by Jonathan 

Kramer,  it could be argued that the staccato articulation on many of the notes in 35

section A and the contrast between the opening detached gestures and the more 

clustered gestures of the second and third system are juxtaposed to the continuous 

sound required of section B, exacerbating the effect. Additionally, this continuous 

sound is a disconcerting concept for both performer and audience as it hides the 

requirement of breathing creating an almost quasi-electronic sound incongruous with 

the expectations of trombone playing.  The disproportion between the sections is 36

key in alienating the audience as the timbral disruption and Berio’s manipulation of 

the audience’s expectations appear excessive, testing the audience’s patience. The 

polyphonic principles used in the first section continue in the second; however, only 

three voices remain and despite section B signally the beginning of a expanding 

dodecaphonic field,  the voices are not defined by pitch. The first voice, heard in the 37

opening bar of the section, has two timbral elements: a breathy quality when 

sounding the note and the use of flutter tongue; both techniques are not usually 

associated with the trombone. Whilst the distinction between these two techniques 

could lead to the conclusion that they represent two separate voices, the way in 

 Hansen, ‘Luciano Berio’s Sequenza V ’, 22.34

 Jonathan Kramer, ‘Postmodern Concepts of Musical Time’, Indiana Theory Review, Vol. 35

17 No. 2, Autumn 1996, 25-6.

 Dack, ‘Instrument from an Instrument’, 444.36

 Osmond-Smith, Berio, 34.37
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which Berio overlaps the timbres suggests that it is a single voice, whilst also 

creating a tension within the voice itself. The second voice, heard in the second bar, 

is defined by the timbral quality of the pitches sung into the trombone. The way in 

which Berio uses the isolation of this voice for the practical purpose of allowing the 

trombonist to inhale helps to juxtapose it to the first voice when it is combined with 

the second. Heard in the sixth system, this combination of voices goes beyond the 

implied polyphony of section A and highlights the actual polyphony Berio is 

successful in realising. The third voice is heard in the rattling of mute which Dack 

describes as ‘parasitic interference’ ; the mute is used throughout section A and B to 38

colour the voices but only gains its prominence in its use to create the percussive 

rattling sound contrasting to the pitched sounds of the trombone and voice. The 

voices in this second section are defined entirely by their distinct timbres highlighting 

the importance of the ‘transformation of the instrumental idiom’ as the key theme of 

the section.  This ‘transformation’ is alienating in that it disrupts the expectations of 39

the audience regarding the timbral qualities of the trombone. Furthermore, Berio 

builds the material to the first climax of the section in the final bar of the seventh 

system where a virtuosic figure ascends to an A-flat; the first voice dominates here 

and it is two bars before the second voice returns. Having set up this expectation, 

the next time a similar figure arises in the ninth system, Berio interrupts it by 

switching the voice of the highest note of the phrase from the first into the second. 

This is followed by a similar figure, however, this time Berio continues the first voice 

repeating the F. The repetition of this note creates a stalling effect in the music 

building the tension, acknowledging the use of repetition with the preceding figure 

and emphasising the discomfort of those in the audience who desire an end to the 

 Dack, ‘Instrument from an Instrument’, 444.38

 Hansen, ‘Luciano Berio’s Sequenza V ’, 36.39
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timbral polyphony. Whilst Berio does give them relief from the unusual combination 

of voice and trombone by maintaining the first voice, he does not remove the tension 

built by the repetitions of the virtuosic figure; in contrast, the performer continues the 

phrase high into the trombone’s range. The difficulty with which this is achieved and 

the visible challenge of sustaining such a high melody allows the performer to reflect 

the tension within the audience in their own performance, suggesting the performer 

and the music are aware of their own effects. This manipulation of expectations 

through the repetition and alteration of the ascending figure contributes to the 

alienating effect of the second section. Berio manipulates the feelings of the 

audience with the aim of forcing them into a position of self awareness, preventing 

them from losing themselves in the performance and allowing them to question the 

experience. Following the completion of the third ascending figure, the music moves 

into a quasi-coda in which there is a return of the vocalisations of the vowel sounds 

into the trombone and the intake of breath, this time without a simultaneous 

vocalisation. Whilst the return of material from the A section is a return to familiarity 

after the B section, it also is a reminder of the question uttered in the A section, 

‘why?’; furthermore, the B section opens with a significant emphasis on E-flat, 

reiterated multiple times throughout the fourth and fifth systems, however, the 

section closes with a unison between the first and second voices on an E-natural, 

suggesting a more traditional tonal journey has occurred. Whilst the return of the 

material from the A section is a return to the relatively familiar, the tonal journey 

reflects how the work is a journey of self-discovery for both the audience and the 

performer.

By using the overt theatricality of the opening section to initiate the alienation 

of his audience, Berio hopes to make them aware that this musical performance is 

not merely a trombone recital, but a piece of theatre which is going to question 
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everything they expect a recital to be and the role of the performer within it. The 

polyphony he uses is reminiscent of Bach, however, he distorts this historical 

precedent by mixing voices defined by pitch with voices defined by timbre, 

questioning the historical definition of polyphony. The timbral distortions he creates 

constantly question the audience’s understanding of the trombone and subvert the 

sounds and techniques which have defined it in the past. Finally, his use of structural 

techniques to build and disrupt audience expectations reinforces their alienation and 

invites them to ask ‘why?’. However, one intriguing aspect of this is the lack of an 

answer presented by Berio; here we can draw a parallel to Brecht who Berio saw as 

leaving it ‘to the spectator to make his own critical conclusions’.  It is not the answer 40

that is important for Berio, but awakening his audience to the question. With regard 

to the alienating effect of the Sequenzas, there is an issue with their repeated 

performance suffering from diminishing returns. For works which rely on disrupting 

and subverting the expectations of the audience, a repeated performance for those 

who are aware of the disruptions will have less effect. Ulrich Mosch identifies the 

effect of repeated performances of the Sequenzas on the changing perception of the 

instruments highlighting that the advanced techniques Berio uses ‘at some point...will 

be accepted as belonging to the current stage of performance technique on that 

instrument’.  Alienation is a technique which relies primarily on exposure of an 41

audience to something new and, arguably, the Sequenza series builds a tradition 

itself which undermines their alienating effect. Attempts can be seen to combat the 

diminishing returns of repeated performance in Sequenza V with the use of 

proportional notation and the section with the visually indicated slide movement; 

 Berio, ‘Form’, 144.40

 Ulrich Mosch, trans. by Bradford Robinson, ‘‘I have never tried to alter the nature of the 41

instrument...’: Luciano Berio’s Concept of Musical Instrument in the Sequenzas’, Ida De 
Benedictis, Luciano Berio: Nuove Prospettive/New Perspectives, 82.
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these create, to some extent, idiosyncratic performances each time the work is 

performed. Nevertheless, the fact remains that the techniques used by Berio to 

alienate, and in turn educate, his audience remain the same. 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‘...awareness of the past is never passive...’ 42

One method in which Berio addresses the issues of repeatability with the Sequenzas  

is through their elaboration into the Chemins for solo instrument and larger 

ensemble; Berio describes these works as ‘analyses’ of his Sequenzas.  Beyond 43

the exploration of the musical material of the Sequenzas, Berio’s interaction with his 

own musical history through self-quotation in the Chemins raises questions of the 

finality of the work-concept. Berio criticises the way that individual works become 

‘established classics...in the cultural pantheon’  and by using self-quotation in the 44

Chemins he undermines the status of the Sequenzas as finished works; this links 

with the idea of the ‘work in progress’ which denies any work completed status and, 

Berio argues, sets aside ‘all aspiration to an idea of eternity’.  Whilst Berio would not 45

say that his Sequenzas II and VI are incomplete, by using their material in Chemins I 

and II he questions the importance of the belief in the finality of a work in our 

perception of it as an established classic. Both Sequenzas contain many of qualities 

previously discussed in the first section of this essay however, their primary theme is 

the use of physicality and the percussive qualities of the harp and viola, expressed in 

the ‘violence’ of the writing,  to challenge the traditional associations of the 46

instruments. There is an element of theatricality within both Sequenzas but it is not 

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 78.42

 Berio, Dalmonte et al., Luciano Berio, 107.43

 David Osmond-Smith, ‘Berio and the Art of Commentary’, The Musical Times, Vol. 116 No. 44

1592, October 1975, 872.

 Berio, Remembering the Future, 97-8.45

 Osmond-Smith, Berio, 42.46
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overt as in Sequenza V and is best described as ‘unconscious theatre’;  this 47

theatricality stems, similarly to Sequenza V, from the virtuosity of the performance. In 

Sequenza II, the challenge for the performer is not the material but rather the 

psychological and physical demand of performing the technical specificity of the 

piece;  the result of which is the creation of tension as the audience witness a 48

performance where the performer is in conflict between the demands of the music 

and the practicalities of the instrument. There is a similarity to be drawn with 

Sequenza VI in this regard as the effort and concentration required to maintain the 

tremolo gesture, which occurs throughout the work, results in a ‘physical struggle’ 

which contrasts with the expectation of effortless brilliance associated with a virtuosic 

performance.  Whilst Berio doesn’t use the theatrical elements evident in Sequenza 49

V, the alienating effect of the ‘unconscious theatre’ is similar.. Observing how the 

alienating effects of these Sequenzas translate into the performance of the Chemins 

reveals much about the how Berio maintains the alienating quality of his work in a 

larger concert experience.

In Sequenza II, the key elements which perform an alienating function are: the 

employment of a timbral polyphony similar to that of Sequenza V, its disruption,  

which is expressed through violent physical gestures, and the ways in which the 

percussive qualities of the harp are exploited to attack the  instrument’s stereotype 

as ‘an icon of romanticism, gentility and femininity’;  Berio criticises the ‘French 50

 Bogunović, Blanka, Mladjenović, Tijana Popović and Perković, Ivana, ‘Theatrical 47

Expressivity of Berio’s Sequenza VI for Viola: Levels of Communication’, Journal of 
Interdisciplinary Music Studies, Vol. 4 No. 2, Fall 2010, 73.

 Kirsty Whatley, ‘Rough Romance: Sequenza II for Harp as Study and Statement’, 48

Halfyard, Berio’s Sequenzas: Essays on Performance, Composition and Analysis, 45.

 Amanda Bayley, ‘The Nature of Expressivity in Berio’s Sequenza VI for Viola’, ibid., 234-5.49

 Whatley, ‘Rough Romance’, 39.50
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“impressionism”’ which left composers with a ‘limited vision of [the] instrument’.  As 51

noted by Kirsty Whatley, the polyphony in Sequenza II is a polyphony ‘not of pitch 

but colour’.  The first phrase, marked by the dampening of the strings before the 52

penultimate note in the first system, identifies two separate voices; the first is defined 

by the use of harmonics and the second is distinguished in contrast to this by the use 

of non-harmonics.  Berio only uses a single pitch in this first line, G-flat/F-sharp, to 53

help perceive the timbral polyphony he is creating. The third voice is introduced in 

the second phrase and is defined by the accented nature of the note which marks its 

prominence in the line and foreshadows the violent timbral disruptions later in the 

piece. Berio uses common pitches between the voices throughout the opening 

systems of the work to highlight to his listener the importance of the timbre as the 

defining factor of the polyphony; similarly to Sequenza V, the use of a timbral 

polyphony can be seen as a reframing of the expectation for polyphony to be pitch-

based, a technique which results in alienation for the audience. However, as the 

music proceeds, Berio introduces timbral distortions such as the ‘a la table’ 

instructions, the pedal rolling first heard in the sixth system and the glissandi which 

are first heard alongside the pedal rolling effect. Whatley highlights how the rolling 

pedal technique placed against the rapid repetition of notes goes against 

‘conventional harp wisdom’ as it creates a buzzing sound not usually sought by 

harpists;  furthermore, she observes how the glissandi grow in frequency towards 54

the climax on the third system of page four which she describes as ‘chaotic 

abandon’, arguing that Berio converts the glissando from a romantic gesture into a 

 Berio, Dalmonte et al., Luciano Berio, 99.51

 Whatley, ‘Rough Romance’, 44.52

 Score references from Luciano Berio, Sequenza II: per arpa sola, London: Universal 53

Edition, 1965.

 Whatley, ‘Rough Romance’, 47.54
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modern and visceral one, subverting the genteel and feminine image of the harp.  55

Whilst the glissandi and rolling pedal are prominent gestures in this reframing of the 

harp, the use of striking the harps strings, plucking the strings with fingernails and 

striking the body of the instrument, all of which grow in frequency towards the climax 

Whatley describes, also contribute to the timbral distortions with their percussive 

quality and attack the romantic associations of the harp. The result of these attacks 

is the same as the morphological transformations caused by the timbral disruption in 

Sequenza V: the reeducation of the audience to the potential musical qualities of the 

instrument. This alienating effect is exacerbated by the physicality of the percussive 

gestures as the performer interacts with harp; this can appear as though the violent 

gestures of the harpist are those of a performer trying to escape the ‘domination’ of 

the sheer size of the harp within the performance space.  This dialogue draws 56

attention to the performer as separate to the instrument, similarly to vocalisations in 

Sequenza V, and asks the audience to reconsider the relationship between 

performer and their instrument.

Whilst the translation of the timbral polyphony and its disruption in Sequenza 

II into the material for the larger ensemble used in Chemins I is achieved without a 

reduction in their alienating effect, arguably, the theatrical and physical elements of 

the work are weakened as the audience’s attention is no longer focused on the 

soloist but must now embrace the presence of multiple other performers; this is 

particularly the case with Chemins I as the solo harp is accompanied by a large 

orchestra.  The timbral polyphony heard in Sequenza II is introduced from the 57

 ibid., 50.55

 ibid.56

 Score references from Luciano Berio, Chemins I (sur Sequenza II): per arpa principale ed 57

orchestra, London: Universal Edition, 1970.
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beginning of Chemins I with opening solo harp line which, whilst not a quotation from 

the Sequenza, is derived from it. Furthermore, the consistent use of the pizzicato 

technique in the strings, heard at the end of this opening section and throughout the 

piece, provides a ‘timbral bridge’ between the orchestral sections highlighting the 

importance of timbre in the piece.  With regard to the timbral disruptions heard in 58

Sequenza II, Berio uses the ensemble to amplify them, introducing the piano and 

then the celeste and clavichord to enhance the percussive quality of the ensemble 

as it moves towards Whatley’s climax five bars after figure 16;  the percussiveness 59

of this climax is emphasised by glissandi in the strings and third harp. Intriguingly, 

however, whilst the climax of Sequenza is heard here, it is not the climax of the 

Chemins. This climax, at figure 24, is performed by the whole orchestra except the 

three harps. The absence of the harps from the real climax of the work can be 

explained by their inability the contribute to the loud, overwhelming sound dominated 

by the strings and brass however, it could also be interpreted as an example of how 

Berio disrupts the quasi-concerto form of Chemins I. In writing a piece for solo 

instrument and orchestra, there is a strong implication that the work is concerto form; 

this is acknowledged in Chemins I by the use of the principle harp as a solo texture 

throughout the work. However, Berio includes in his instrumentation two further 

harps and provides a section at figure 22 which he states ‘can...be played either by 

harp I, II or III’, subverting the dominance of the first harp as soloist. This also has an 

effect visually as Berio specifies in his performance notes that the first harp should 

be positioned, in the usual position of a concerto soloist, next to the conductor, whilst 

the second harp should be directly in front of the conductor and the third positioned 

 Paul Roberts, ‘The Chemins Series’, Halfyard, Berio’s Sequenzas: Essays on 58

Performance, Composition and Analysis, 121.

 Whatley, ‘Rough Romance’, 49-50.59
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deeper and to stage right. The harps’ proximity to the audience seems to convey a 

hierarchical position which the music does not wholly support. For the audience, the 

dialogue concerning the principle harp’s authority and therefore the subversion of the 

concerto form forces them to reevaluate the authority of the traditions of classical 

forms such as the concerto and additionally, highlights the power structures between 

the instruments which constitute the ensemble; this can be seen as an elaboration of 

the dialogue Berio creates in the Sequenzas between the performer and their 

instrument.

However, Berio’s primary addition to the alienation techniques of Sequenza II 

in Chemins I is through his manipulation of the original material into a new structure. 

Whilst much of the material from Sequenza II is maintained, Berio interrupts it to 

comment and contrast and these interruptions become a theme of the piece. Before 

the first static figure at figure 9, there are four interruptions given by the harps and 

strings. Each interruption is of a different length and contains different material; the 

irregularity of each interruption is significant as, whilst the interruptions are fairly 

frequent, the audience’s expectations of each interruption is disrupted. Having set 

the precedent for the alternation between the Sequenza and the interruptions, Berio 

then breaks this model at figure 9 where the static figure of the Sequenzas is now 

accompanied by the strings; this then occurs again at figures 10, 11 and 12. 

However, just as the audience begin to settle into this new structure, Berio has the 

static figure without the accompanying ensemble twenty-five bars after figure 12. The 

music then moves into an exploration of the percussive instruments discussed above 

before the interruptions return at figure 20; this time Berio maintains the piano, 

celeste and clavichord which were introduced in the previous section in the 

ensemble. Through manipulation of these two structures, the interruptions to the 

Sequenza material and the accompaniment of the static figures, Berio alienates his 
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audience by constantly denying them a return to that which is familiar. Whilst this 

technique doesn’t necessarily question any historical paradigm which contributes to 

the meaning of Chemins I, the alienation caused encourages the audience to 

question those that do: the baroque-style polyphony, the historical connotations of 

the harp which arise out of the elaboration of the Sequenza material and the 

concerto form which comes from the transformation of the Sequenza into the larger 

work.

Berio’s arrangement of Sequenza VI for Chemins II has a similar objective to 

Chemins I in the maintaining of alienation in a larger concert experience. However, 

whilst Sequenza VI’s dialogue with instrumental history is similar to Sequenza II, 

Berio utilises different strategies to question the viola’s capabilities. The Sequenza 

has been described by Berio as an ‘etude in endurance, strength and intensity’  and 60

it is through the physical demand on the performer that Berio evaluates the viola’s 

sonic potential. The opening tremolo gesture marked ‘fff sempre’ can be seen as a 

parallel to the opening gestures of Sequenza V in the way it draws attention to the 

performer as separate to the instrument.  In addition it highlights the physical effort 61

of usually effortless virtuosic performance; the physical demand of the work can be 

heard in the audible panting of Christophe Desjardins in his recording of the work for 

Ensemble InterContemporain.  The incessant repetition of this extreme physicality 62

eventually leads to this discomfort being felt by the audience. It is by alienating the 

audience that Berio hopes they will question the way the performance and how their 

 Luciano Berio, quoted in Nancy Uscher, ‘Luciano Berio, Sequenza VI for Solo Viola: 60

Performance Practices’, Perspectives of New Music, vol. 21 no. 1/2, Autumn 1982, 286.

 Score references from Berio, Luciano, Sequenza VI: per viola sola, London: Universal 61

Edition, 1970.

 ‘Sequenza VI for viola (1967)’, Luciano Berio, Sequenzas, Christophe Desjardins, 62

Ensemble InterContemporain, Deutsche Grammophon 457 038-2, 1998, track 6 CD 1.
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reactions are defined by the historical precedents of virtuosity and concert 

performance. The translation of Sequenza VI into Chemins II therefore presents the 

difficulty of conveying the energy and physicality of a virtuosic solo piece in a work 

for a chamber ensemble of eleven instruments. In contrast to the difficultly this task 

entails, Berio’s other primary alienation technique in the Sequenza provides a 

simpler transition. Whilst the influence of baroque polyphony can be heard in the 

literal polyphony of the chords played throughout the work, Berio also uses gesture 

to create a polyphony between the tremolo chords and the monophonic lines. In the 

opening of the piece the monophonic lines are inaudible, overwhelmed by the 

incessant tremolo. However, in system twelve, Berio gives the performer a choice of 

lines, both of which emphasise the monophonic line; this is particularly the case for 

the (b) option which contains an E held for a full crotchet, the longest rhythmic value 

the monophonic line has had up to this point. The monophonic voice then develops 

into a ricochet gesture becoming a more audible interjection against the tremolo. In 

twentieth system, the tremolo gesture begins to take the form of a grace note and 

from this moment, the monophonic line grows increasingly prevalent. By the thirty-

fourth system, the monophonic voice is completely dominant and the music 

proceeds with this voice for seven whole systems. However, whilst the monophonic 

voice dominates and the longer rhythmic values suggest an end to the violent 

physicality of the opening twenty-six systems, the inclusion of tremolo on 

indeterminate notes appears to threaten the new found stability and foreshadows the 

return of the tremolo gesture in system forty-three. To return to the tremolandi, Berio 

mirrors his previous structure using pizzicato chords to echo the move of the tremolo 

gesture into the grace notes and bringing back the ricochet figures as the tremolandi 

begin to dominate again. This return leads into the climax of the work which is 

perhaps the most demanding section of the piece. In system forty-six, the violist 
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must embark on one minute, forty-five seconds of glissandi-infused chained 

tremolandi; this final assertion grows wilder and wilder until it appears even the violist 

has no control of the pitches performed, denying the monophonic voice any chance 

of returning. Finally, Berio concludes with a repeated phrase in a duophonic texture 

which acknowledges the repetition of the dominant tremolo voice and offers little 

resolution. Whilst the dialogue between the tremolo gesture and the monophonic 

gesture provide Berio with a musical structure for Sequenza VI, they also allow him 

to manipulate the expectations of his audience. The audience’s reaction of 

discomfort to the incessant repetition and violence of the tremolo gesture becomes 

exacerbated by the introduction of the monophonic voice and the relief it provides; 

however, by bringing the tremolo voice back to completely dominate and obliterate 

the monophonic voice, Berio highlights how the music is completely self-aware of its 

effects and in turn, invites the audience to question how they have been manipulated 

by the material.

The translation of both the physicality and the tension created between the 

two gestural voices of Sequenza VI find manifestations in Chemins II. Rather than 

alter the material to find a new way of expressing the physical demand in the 

Sequenza, Berio keeps the material completely unchanged within the viola solo line 

of Chemins II.  Additionally, he echoes the tremolandi gestures which cause the 63

physical demand of the piece in the electric organ, marimbaphone, vibraphone, viola 

and ‘cello. This results not in the dissipation of the physicality among the ensemble 

but rather the emphasis of it by every performer. The effect highlights the 

overwhelming nature of the tremolo gesture throughout the opening of both the 

Sequenza and the Chemins. Through the use of contrasting textures Berio highlights 

 Score references from Berio, Luciano, Chemins II (sur Sequenza VI): per viola e 9 63

strumenti, London: Universal Edition, 1972.
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the gradual growth in prominence of the monophonic voice against the tremolo 

gesture. Twenty-one bars after figure E, Berio chooses to use the (a) line in the 

twelfth system of the Sequenza, as opposed to the (b) line, but anticipates the brief 

prominence of the monophonic voice by adding a held E on an open string which 

cuts through the texture; this, just as in the Sequenza, is the first moment in Chemins 

II where the monophonic voice is heard clearly. The ricochet figures which 

foreshadowed the dominance of the monophonic line in the middle section of the 

Sequenza are doubled by the viola, eight bars after figure F and at figure G, and 

then by the viola and ‘cello at figure H as the line begins infiltrate the ensemble. The 

influence of the monophonic voice can be heard in the way that the texture begins to 

break up as it grows in prominence culminating in the textural shift at figure N where 

the ostinato, which begins in the Marimbaphone before being taken up by the viola, 

‘cello, clarinet and then flute, is clearly derived from the Sequenza material which 

now prioritises the monophonic line. However, at figure S, where the longest stretch 

of monophonic material begins, Berio chooses to contrast it with the string and 

woodwind instruments. The tension between the appearance of the tremolo gesture 

in the ensemble and its resistance by the solo viola is enhanced by the way in which 

the string parts stutter and never seem to fully realised the tremolo as they did 

before. Intriguingly, at the moment when the audience expect the tremolo to return 

with introduction of the pizzicato chords in the solo viola at figure W, the ensemble 

now resist, instead playing sustained notes against the tremolo in the solo line. 

Whilst the tension between the tremolo gestures and the monophonic voice in the 

Sequenza is created by placing these two voices adjacent to each other, Berio now 

realises this tension by juxtaposing them within the texture of Chemins II. The 

mirrored structure remains with the ricochets initially being echoed again as the 

tremolo returns, however, whilst the viola solo goes into its wild climax, the ensemble 
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maintains its resistance and instead climaxes after the Sequenza, four bars after 

figure Dd with a fortissimo homophonic gesture. The texture dissipates as the 

Sequenza material comes to a close but the threat of the tremolo gesture remains in 

the strings, woodwind and brass which interrupt six bars after figure Ff before the 

piece concludes with the solo viola. Berio maintains the physicality of Sequenza VI  

throughout the piece by leaving much of the material unchanged and letting it 

proliferate throughout the ensemble; this, combined with the way Berio manipulates 

the texture to emphasise the tension between the tremolo gesture and the 

monophonic voice enhances the discomfort caused by the recurrence and eventual 

domination of the tremolo gesture. It is this discomfort which leads to the alienation 

effect Berio desires as it brings the audience to question the importance of 

enjoyment of the concert compared to the importance of it as an educational 

experience.

Through the use of self-quotation in the Chemins, Berio explores his own 

musical history and builds on the alienating effects of the Sequenzas to comment on 

the historical precedents which define a larger concert experience. Whilst, the 

Chemins do address some of the issues of repeatability from which the Sequenzas 

suffer, the same issues then affect the Chemins. Berio’s attempts to anticipate this 

can be seen in the performer directed section of Chemins I at figure twenty-two and 

the sections which use proportional notation, leading to relatively idiosyncratic 

performances, however, the same problems which faced alienation in repeated 

performances of the Sequenzas remain with the Chemins. In spite of this, it is 

possible that Berio is unconcerned about the repeatability of his work and that he 

subscribes to the view shared by music’s earliest producers that ‘music was not 

always produced to outlast its performance’.  His statement that the Chemins serve 64

 Goehr, The Imaginary Museum, 186.64
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as an ‘analyses’ for the borrowed material of the Sequenzas appears to support this 

view suggesting they serve an educative purpose rather than a recreative one. 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‘...voyage to Cithera on board a Mahlerian vessel...’ 65

Borrowed materials represents a key theme in Berio’s Sinfonia through the use of 

self-quotation and quotations of other composers’ works to create a collage, as 

defined by J. Peter Burkholder,  in the third section. It should be noted that the use 66

of quotation in the third section of Sinfonia is a historical technique itself. Burkholder 

notes that ‘for centuries, Western composers have used existing music and models 

for new works’;  composers such as Stockhausen and Rochberg provide modern 67

examples.  The collage technique which Berio employs was first used by Charles 68

Ives to ‘convey a sense of an event....as it is remembered or envisioned’.  This 69

connection to memory is perhaps why Berio resists the label of collage stating: ‘I’m 

not interesting in collages...they become an exercise in relativising and 

“decontextualising” images...’.  This resistance reveals Berio’s objective of using the 70

quotations to draw connections as opposed to juxtapositions; the first section of 

Sinfonia suggests this further with its use of a text by Claude Lévi-Strauss which 

explores the interconnected nature of native American myths. With his use of 

quotation, Berio becomes like the anthropologist Lévi-Strauss studying the 

interconnectedness of musical works.  By including quotation of other composers’ 71

 Berio, Dalmonte, et al., Luciano Berio, 100.65

 J. Peter Burkholder, ‘The Uses of Existing Music: Musical Borrowing as a Field’, Notes, 66
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New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995, 12.

 Metzer, Quotation and Cultural Meaning, 110.68

 Burkholder, All Made of Tunes, 369-70.69
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1996, 14.
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work in the third section of Sinfonia, Berio comments on the ‘populating of the self’ of 

the individual who is the product of their influences and therefore, a reflection of the 

multiple identities which populate them.  Furthermore, by borrowing the materials of 72

other composers, Berio also comments on music itself,  subverting the importance 73

of the use of original material in the understanding of the ‘work-concept’ and 

additionally, criticising the linear narrative of music history.

In the third section of Sinfonia, Berio uses three layers of quotation. The first 

is the scherzo movement of Mahler’s second symphony which provides the 

backbone to the work. The second is the quotations of other composers which come 

from historically diverse sources. The third layer is a text from Samuel Beckett’s The 

Unnamable. Whilst Osmond-Smith states that the Mahler provides the central voice 

which the others comment on, Michael Hicks argues that it is The Unnamable which 

receives the commentary.  I am inclined to disagree with both viewpoints; firstly, 74

with regard to primacy of The Unnamable, as Berio states that the work is ‘an 

analysis, a commentary and an extension’ of the Mahler.  This appears to support 75

Osmond-Smith’s view, however, in his own text he notes how Berio places the 

quotations based on: ‘common pitches’, ‘common harmonic basis’ and ‘common 

melodic shapes’;  if this is the case, it cannot be that the musical quotations 76

comment on any particular moment in the Mahler as their relationship to it at that 

moment is purely musical. Therefore, whilst the Mahler is central to the section in 

 Kenneth J. Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life, 72

U.S.A.: BasicBooks, 1991, 69-74.

 Burkholder, All Made of Tunes, 13.73
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that it provides the musical basis, its purpose is primarily to provide the indication of 

the work’s continuous use of quotation and a historical backdrop against which the 

other quotations are then presented. The quotations of the other composers are then 

chosen for their musical links with Mahler and the contrasting styles they represent; 

Berio acknowledges this stating that the quotations represent the ‘history of music’ 

and are ‘signals which indicate which harmonic country we are going through’.  The 77

text is then the commentary on the music as it is placed without the musical links 

which decide the position of the musical quotations; additionally, the text is the 

aspect of the music which conveys the most direct meaning to the audience granting 

it a privileged position in the work. Berio uses these layers in conjunction and 

separately to alienate the audience and draw their attention to the historical 

precedents which define the reception of the work.

The first technique Berio uses in Sinfonia to alienate the audience is the 

utilisation of self-awareness to draw attention to his conscious use of quotation and 

in turn the music’s commentary on music itself. In the opening bars of the work the 

singers announce the musical quotations which occur:  one example is in the 78

second bar where the singers sing ‘peripetie’ showing their awareness of the 

quotation of the fourth of Schoenberg’s Fünf Orchester-Stücke, ‘Peripetie’, in the 

trumpets and trombones in the opening bars. Additionally, Berio includes 

performance directions, such as ‘nicht eilen bitte’ in bar four, from the scherzo in the 

spoken parts. Goehr highlights how the insistence of composers for musicians to 

follow their notational instructions was a way of asserting their power over the 

music;  by including Mahler’s instructions in the opening of Sinfonia, Berio subverts 79

 Berio, Dalmonte, et al., Luciano Berio, 106-7.77
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his own authority as the creator of the musical text and questions the historical tenet 

of original authorship which defines the ‘work-concept’. The text spoken by the 

singers regularly accompanies the entrances of the quotations and highlights how 

Sinfonia is music about music. This is most overtly addressed in the section 

beginning two bars after figure AA in which Berio addresses the purpose of music 

itself. The quotation here is an elaboration on Berio’s own article, ‘Meditation on a 

Twelve-Tone Horse’,  in which he criticised serialism for its lack of poetics. It is 80

intriguing how Berio’s own voice is overwhelmed initially at figure BB by a 

reassertion of the scherzo which had previously disappeared; this appears to 

indicate that the question of music’s purpose was denied by composers such as 

Mahler. However, the scherzo dissipates and the quotation is repeated now fully 

audible. Having seemingly dismissed the scherzo as the solution to Berio’s 

questioning of music’s place in society, he then accompanies the line ‘I have a 

present for you’ with a quotation of ‘Don’ from Boulez’s Pli Selop Pli. Whilst the pun 

between the english ‘present’ and its french counterpart ‘don’ is another 

acknowledgement of the music’s own self-awareness, the quotation of the serial 

work seems incongruous with the text from the article critical of the style. Berio 

follows this ‘present’ with two further quotations from serialist composers: the fifth 

movement of Webern’s Kantate, opus 31 in the woodwind and solo violin six bars 

after figure EE and Stockhausen’s Gruppen für drei Orchester in the strings five bars 

before figure F. Whilst it appears that Berio dismisses the scherzo in favour of the 

serialism he has previously rejected, it is Mahler who has the final word in the 

section. It is important to remember Berio’s affinity with Brecht here as posers of the 

question rather than its answer. Through the acknowledgement of the quotations and 

 Luciano Berio, ‘The Composer on his Work: Meditation on a Twelve-Tone Horse’, The 80

Christian Science Monitor, July 1968, 8-9.
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the direct addressing of music’s societal purpose, Berio alienates his audience and 

places the question of how to define and justify music with them.

The second alienation technique is the manipulation of tension achieved 

through structural surprises. The quotation of ‘Peripetie’ in the opening bars is 

pertinent in this regard as its english translation, unexpected reversal, is a signifier 

for the sudden shifting between quotations and their placement into a new context 

throughout the work.  Berio notes how the ‘unforeseen and discontinuous 81

dislocation of previously heard events’ means ‘the memory is constantly 

stimulated...only to be contradicted and frustrated’;  the audience’s desire for the 82

music to settle on one quotation is never rewarded despite the continual presence of 

the scherzo. This frustration can be seen as a parallel to the discomfort caused by 

the repetitive gestures in Sequenza VI and has the same alienating effect, forcing 

the audience to question their displeasure and leading to a reevaluation of the 

Sinfonia as an educative work. A significant unexpected reversal occurs at figure Y 

with the reintroduction of the scherzo after a pause in the music whilst the text 

highlights the Russian futurist, Mayakovsky. Again, Berio uses a musical quotation to 

answer the questions posed by the text. Here the futurist stance of Mayakovsky who 

rejected history in the aim of developing new forms of art, is answered by an 

assertion of the history which lies at the heart of creativity for Berio. For the 

audience, this indicates that Berio’s historical preference is triumphant over 

Mayakovsky’s futurism, however, the tutti assertion of the scherzo is quickly 

disrupted by clusters at figure Z suggesting that quotation may not be the solution to 

the creation of new art either. The unexpected reversals used by Berio 

simultaneously stimulate and disrupt the memory of the audience leading to the 

 Metzer, Quotation and Cultural Meaning, 13581
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alienation effect which helps to create a dialogue between the text, the music and 

the audience who are expected evaluate their response critically.

The final alienation technique is the theatricality of the singers, in particular: 

breaking of the fourth wall. Throughout the work, the singers frequently use laughter 

as an expressive mode. Jean-François Lyotard draws attention to how the laughter 

in Sequenza III breaks the rules of recital performance by attacking the taboo that 

only the audience may laugh;  the laughter used in Sinfonia has a similar effect. 83

Additionally, the acoustic quality of laughter transforms the singers from vocalisers of 

the commentary into instruments which are part of the orchestra; the positioning of 

the singers within the string section of the orchestra supports this. Through the use 

of laughter, Berio challenges the traditional roles of singers in the symphony and 

breaks down the fourth wall between the audience and the performers. This breaking 

of the fourth wall is more explicit in the first tenor’s lines beginning at figure F where 

he acknowledges the audience for the first time. The text after figure L goes further in 

this acknowledgement, noting the singers’ awareness they are part of a ‘compulsory 

show’. After this comes to an end, the tenor goes on to state that the audience are 

‘waiting’. The combination of these two prevalent images of the ‘show’ and ‘waiting’ 

in the text suggest that Berio is aware of frustrating effect of the structural surprises 

and directly addresses the fact the audience are waiting for a recognisable quotation 

to persist or for the ‘show’ to end. He emphasises this in the music by following the 

end of the extract of the Beckett at figure L with quotations of Strauss’s Der 

Rosenkavalier and Ravel’s La Valse at figure O before they disappear thirteen bars 

later. The result of the alienation techniques emphasised through the theatricality of 

 Jean-François Lyotard, ‘“a few words to sing”’, Adam Krims, Music/Ideology:Resisting the 83
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the singers is the awakening of the audience to an awareness of their presence at a 

‘show’ and the historical precedents which define their experience.

Through the interaction with musical history through quotation of previous 

composers Berio creates a manifestation of his belief in the relative identities of the 

past and present. In doing so he disrupts the principle of original material as central 

to the definition of the ‘work-concept’. The music he writes is entirely self-aware and 

in constant dialogue with itself, questioning the tenets which define it. Furthermore, 

he manipulates the structure of the quotations he uses to simultaneously promise 

and deny his audience the relief from the discomfort of the discontinuous material. 

Finally, his use of extracts from Beckett’s The Unnamable and his own essay, 

‘Meditation on a Twelve-Tone Horse’, allow him to address his audience directly and 

alienate them such that they are aware of the ways they are being manipulated. The 

result of which is their repositioning to a new state of critical awareness of the 

historical precedents which define their reception of the work. 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‘...remembering the future...’ 84

Whilst previous analyses of Berio’s work have observed the theatrical elements of 

the Sequenzas, the alienating effects of these have often been overlooked. 

Additionally, the musical elements of the works which also provide an alienating 

effect, do not seem to have received as much attention as they deserve. This is also 

the case with the Chemins where much of the analyses focus on how the Sequenzas 

have been arranged for larger ensemble and not how their effects are changed or 

continue to be communicated. With regards to Sinfonia, perhaps Berio’s most 

studied work, the situation is similar; often the analyses done questions the use of 

the quotations with regard to their sources but not with regard to their effect. By 

combining a close reading of the musical and extra-musical aspects of the 

Sequenzas, the Chemins and the third section of Sinfonia with Berio’s rhetoric on the 

significance of acknowledging music history within the compositional process, his 

criticisms of the linear narrative of history and the deification of the ‘work-concept’, I 

have sought to reveal how Berio believes in the ‘concrete function of music in the 

human community’.  This function is educative in the way that Berio believes music 85

can ‘re-form what we know of and how we perceive the world’.  Whilst Berio links 86

his historical views with the concept of originality,  it is in manifestation of alienation 87

that these views find their voice in his music. In alienating his audience, Berio’s 

objective is to reeducate them to realise the impact of history and tradition on their 

reception of musical works. Berio acknowledges the utopian nature of this aim but 
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sustains hope that: ’In the process of rebuilding and revising the past with our 

recollection of the future...we can contribute continuously to their evolution’.  88

 ibid., 24.88
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