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Gillette, Peter. Ur-Tonality and Neo-Tonality as Musical Modes of Adornian Critique in 
Luciano Berio’s O King and Sinfonia

Despite Luciano Berio’s intermittent reliance on serial compositional techniques late into his career, by 1968, 
Berio was sounding an early alarm about what later became known, pace Joseph Kraus, as (“the myth of”) 
“serial tyranny.” While composing his Sinfonia, a famous rapprochement with the music of the past, Berio 
wrote a scathing and overheated newspaper editorial decrying serialism as an analytical, fascistic, academic 
fetish and arguing for a regeneration of diversity. Given Adorno’s critical affection for serialism and the 
importance of fascism and “fetish” to his thought, it would seem, at first blush, that Berio was using Adorno’s 
critical tools against Adorno’s chosen music. And yet, the contours of Berio’s belief that tonal genres, forms, 
and syntaxes could still bear meaning and trouble listeners grew directly out of the composer’s encounter 
with Adorno. This paper will deal with Adorno’s writings about Samuel Beckett, Bertold Brecht, and Gustav 
Mahler in the early 1960s and view Berio’s engagement with and employment of these texts in print and in 
composition. Adorno’s writings on Samuel Beckett’s The Unnameable, Brecht, and Mahler’s Scherzo to the 
Second Symphony (in Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy) inform the composition of Sinfonia and give us a 
frame through which to consider Berio’s choice of quoted texts.  By viewing Adorno as a unifying source for 
several (though, to be sure, not nearly all) of Berio’s quoted materials, we can better reconstruct the political 
message—negative though it may be at times—of Sinfonia’s third section. This paper assumes a basic 
knowledge of Sinfonia’s third section and will not rehash now-familiar explications of quotation. Instead, the 
third section—and the analogous relationship between Mahler and Beckett—will create a template for an 
entirely new reading of the second section, a threnody for Martin Luther King, which uses a defunct form—the 
isorhythmic motet this time, but with several fixed compositional parameters borrowed from integral serialist 
practice—in order to self-consciously model an Adornian paradigm of the black community constructing 
its own institutions in order to resist the hegemonic force of assimilation. This model is the negative image 
of Berio’s bitterly humorous critique of revolutionary pretensions in the third section. Drawing on fresh 
documentary evidence, I will demonstrate how—in order to historicize King’s assassination and contextualize 
his movement as one that stands apart from hegemony—Berio sought a uniquely pre-tonal, formal means 
of organization as a dynamic means of mediating historical time while stepping outside of the serial/neo-
classical polemic. Though the times in which Berio composed presented new revolutionary challenges, the 
composer filtered his experience through the music of the past by drawing an analogue between his own 
situation and the context that animated Adorno’s writing—1930s Germany, a time when political and artistic 
stakes were even higher.

Hanson-Dvoracek, Andrew. The [B]lessing is Miracle: Quotation and Structure in Julius 
Eastman’s Gay Guerilla

Activism and extramusical intention are two qualities rarely associated with instrumental minimalist music, 
even though the aesthetic rose out of the clear racial issues highlighted in pieces such as Steve Reich’s Come 
Out and It’s Gonna Rain. Despite these beginnings and subsequent works such as Philip Glass’s Satyagraha, 
strictly instrumental works began to more closely resemble the austerity and opacity of minimalism in the 
visual arts. However, by the late 1970s New York-based composer Julius Eastman began composing minimal 
works with titles such as Gay Guerilla, Crazy Nigger and Evil Nigger, resulting in unavoidable implications to 
the reception of his music. These three works were all performed and recorded during Eastman’s residency 
at Northwestern University in 1980, at which he acknowledged the provocative effect that such titles had on 
otherwise inscrutable music.
 Contrary to stylistic expectations, there are musical elements in these works that can aid in forming 
an interpretative stance. In particular, Gay Guerilla concludes with a climactic quotation of the chorale melody 
Ein feste Burg as it is stated in Johann Sebastian Bach’s cantata BWV 80. This not only provides the listeners 
with a recognizable melody after nearing half an hour of minimalist textures, but further analysis shows that 
it provides the structure of much of the work prior to its obvious statement. By examining the quotation’s use 
in the context of the larger piece in light of comments by Eastman about the work’s title, I will show how Gay 
Guerilla is Eastman’s attempt to use musical intertextuality to reintroduce a sense of meaning and personal 
interpretation to minimalist music.


