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ABSTRACT: This article applies the concept of isotopy to music to trace the dynamic appearances
and interactions of topics in three works by Gyorgy Ligeti and Thomas Adeés. In contrast to previous
applications of isotopy to music, the model I propose here is explicitly topic-centered, leading me to
a complementary reconfiguring of Johanna Frymoyer’s hierarchy of topical characteristics. My
theoretical adaptions are motivated by the observations that: (1) a topic’s identity is often unclear
(Frymoyer 2017, Sanchez-Kisielewska 2023), an ambiguity which can be exploited compositionally;
(2) the same topic can recur at different degrees of clarity in a single work, leading the listener to
draw out a larger structural role for the topic (isotopy) in lieu of clear formal processes in other
parameters in this repertoire (harmony, rhythm, etc.); and (3) if multiple topics are engaged, they
can relate to one another in formally significant ways. Using the Chorale topic as a case study, I first
demonstrate a simple closed isotopy in the second movement of Ligeti’s Violin Concerto, followed by
open isotopies of the Chorale and Sound Mass topics in Ligeti's Hamburg Concerto. Finally, in applying
this approach to Thomas Ades’s Piano Quintet I demonstrate how an isotopic analysis can work in
dialogue with the familiar trajectory of sonata form. This approach aims to draw out semantic
aspects of Ligeti’s and Ades’s highly referential style, which is representative of late-twentieth
century, semantically dense, post-collage compositions, filled with familiar topics shifting in and out
of focus kaleidoscopically.
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Introduction
[1.1] In his influential 1979 text The Role of the Reader, Umberto Eco proposes the following scenario:
Mary is playing her cello. On the other hand, John is eating bananas. (Eco 1979, 25)

At first blush this passage appears nonsensical. While the phrase “on the other hand” suggests an
opposition, the subjects (Mary and John), actions (playing and eating), and objects (cello and



bananas) do not align as oppositions in any immediate way. Although Mary and John are separate
individuals who can perhaps be contrasted, neither their actions of playing and eating nor the
characteristics of bananas and cellos are poles on a semantic axis. Consequently, the scenario does
not cohere and is effectively meaningless.

[1.2] What if, Eco asks, we prefaced these sentences with the following:

What the hell are those kids doing? They were supposed to have their music lessons!
(Eco 1979, 25)

A clarity suddenly springs out, an “aha” moment of meaning with the concept of “music lessons”
now framing John's eating of bananas as antithetical to his lack of music practice which Mary, in
contrast, is already doing. Only when the specific question is asked —and the words “music
lessons” appear —is John's lackadaisical behavior contextualized as an opposition to Mary’s
diligent practice. Through the appearance of this new idea, the scenario coheres and the topic of
“music lessons” links together otherwise disparate elements of the initial scenario, selecting the
semantic properties that enable the reader to understand a narrative structure and create a
meaningful whole.

[1.3] Compare Eco’s example to Kofi Agawu’s analysis of the opening of the first movement of
Mozart’s Piano Concerto, K. 467:

these measures [mm. 1-4] assume clear topical identity only after one has heard the
more explicit march in mm. 7-8. That is, by a process of retrospective deduction, the
identity of mm. 7-8 is projected [retrospectively] onto that of mm. 1-4, since the former
lack an explicit topical characterization when they are first heard. Their apparent
neutrality is undermined as they are shown to be compatible with the march topic.
(Agawu 1991, 35-36, italics mine.)

In mm. 1-4, the topic of the March is unclear as only the i meter is present. But by the full March'’s
appearance at mm. 7-8, the opening’s topical identity is retrospectively reframed, the latent March
characteristic almost immediately realized as part of a March topic. In a manner similar to Eco’s
reading, a clarity springs out, an “aha” moment of meaning elevating the semantic role for the
opening four bars and leads the listener to associate the two moments through the topical lens of
“March.”(1)

[1.4] In literary theory, the term isotopy describes such a process of reading, in which the reader
actively constructs narrative meaning by applying a topic to draw out a uniform interpretation of a
text. Topic, in this literary context, is “an abductive schema that helps the reader to decide which
semantic properties have to be actualized” (Eco 1979, 27). Though similar to musical topics, Eco’s
literary topic is strongly rooted in the narrative dimension, such that, through identifying such a
literary topic and its associated elements, isotopy coheres seemingly disparate material to uncover
meaning. Eco’s example focuses on the sentence level, but similar abductive readings have been
productively applied to larger scale narratives.?)

[1.5] This article applies isotopy to music to trace the dynamic appearances and interactions of
topics in two works of Gyorgy Ligeti and one by Thomas Ades. The concept of isotopy has
previously been applied to music; I adapt its principles to create a more explicitly topic-centered
model. In the process, I modify Johanna Frymoyer’s (2017) hierarchy of topical characteristics,
complementing her original version. I aim to draw out a property of the semantics of Ligeti’s and
Ades’s highly referential style. The works I discuss below are representative of a late-twentieth
century, semantically dense, post-collage compositional approach where recognizable topics shift
in and out of focus kaleidoscopically. My theoretical adaptions are motivated by the following
principles:

1. A topic’s identity is often unclear (Frymoyer 2017; Sanchez-Kisielewska 2023; Huovinen
and Kaila 2015). This ambiguity can be exploited compositionally.



2. The recurrence of the same topic at different degrees of clarity can lead the listener to
draw out a structural role for the topic (isotopy). This can be in lieu of clear formal
processes in other parameters (harmony, rhythm, etc.).

3. If multiple topics are engaged, they can relate to one another in formally significant ways,
from which narrative readings might be drawn.

[1.6] Topic theory has been increasingly applied to post-tonal music (see, for example, Everett 2012;
Narum 2013; Frymoyer 2017; Schumann 2021; Johnson 2017; see also Donaldson 2023a). So what
differentiates the music of Ligeti and Ades? Amy Bauer’s (2011) characterization of Ligeti’s late
works as embodying a “cosmopolitan absurdity” captures the eclecticism of references in this
music.(®) This perspective applies similarly to Adés’s music; indeed, studies of both composers’
music have explored various aspects of their highly referential aesthetic, often in a manner that
demonstrates their recontextualizing of elements of the classical tradition.®) These two composers
themselves show concerns for broader intertextual references— Adeés states that “It’'s completely
pretentious to imagine that you can do without other music” (cited in Massey 2020, 8) and Ligeti’s
extensive use of written text or “jottings” in his sketches is well documented (Bernard 2011; see also
Donaldson 2024). These semantically inflected prose notes reference a range of works and genres,
from Gesualdo to jazz.

[1.7] Furthermore, topics inherited from the past with minimal critical treatment echo the objet
trouvé central to the early surrealist aesthetics. Objets trouvés are pre-existing or readymade objects
with symbolic associations that, in theory at least, leave little room for interpretating their meaning.
Both composers’ music has been explored in terms of surrealist aesthetics (Everett 2009; Massey
2018; Moseley 2021; Donaldson 2022) and the classical surrealist attitude of highlighting objets
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trouvés’ “previously neglected associations” (Breton 1969, 26) resonates with the unlikely

interactions when multiple topics are engaged.

Isotopy Applied to Music

[2.1] Previous applications of the term isotopy to the analysis of music similarly focus on dynamic
understandings of a musical work’s semantics, although these studies tend to reflect the
semiotician A. J. Greimas’s original theorizing of larger-scale narrative arcs (Tarasti 1994; Grabocz
[1986] 1996; Grabocz 2009, 2020; Almén 2008). With reference to primarily nineteenth-century
music, Marta Grabodcz conceives isotopy within a broadly topical sphere, with her isotopies such as
“Heroic,” “Mourning,” and “Macabre fight” modeling common successions of closely related
topics within suitably nineteenth-century narrative trajectories. Robert Hatten (1994, 168-170)
aligns his concept of expressive genres with Grabocz’s isotopy, similarly adopting larger-scale
trajectories (such as “tragic-to-transcendent”). Hatten defines isotopy itself as similar to his
expressive genres: “a higher-level expressive topic that dominates the interpretation of topics and
entities in its domain” (Hatten 1994, 291). The predominant focus on later eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century music is apt in each of these approaches, since the repertoire demonstrates
influences from literary archetypes that draw upon similar broader narrative arcs.

[2.2] Agawu’s concept of structural rhythm is also applicable here, modeling the recurrence of
smaller elements of meaning from a topical perspective. In noting that the abrupt juxtaposition of
topics appears to contradict the clarity of the non-topical syntax, Agawu suggests that “a deeper-
level, nonreferential process may be conceptualized,” with each topic containing an “essence” such
as a “rhythm, a procedure, a melodic progression, and so on” (1991, 130). Agawu’s model is echoed
in Stephen Rumph’s topical figurae (following Louis Hjemslev [1961]), which are “structural
features, which articulate multiple topics yet do not themselves signify.” As a “syntactic level
below the topical surface,” Rumph’s model similarly engages with topical characteristics that may
be understood, after Hjemslev, on a more fundamental plane of “expression” (2014, 493-494).

[2.3] My model of isotopy engages at the level of the individual topic. Following Danuta Mirka
(2014, 2), I understand topics as “musical styles and genres taken out of their proper context and
used in another one.” More specifically, I assume that topics acquire a provisionally stable identity



and set of characteristics which can be hierarchized into levels of specificity (following Frymoyer
2017). By adopting an explicitly semantic mode of listening (Chion 1994, 28; Tuuri and Eerola 2012),
a listener follows the dynamic emergence and disintegration of topics across a work.(®) Tracing
these characteristics creates a dynamic chain, with lower-level characteristics anticipating or
recalling higher-level realizations of the topic. Isotopy accounts for the appearance of topical
content independent of a fully-fledged topic, unifying it under the same semantic category. In
other words, whereas the three levels outlined below contain bald characteristics that do or do not
appear in the music, isotopy is the process of listening through the levels. This method of listening
draws out relationships between otherwise apparently unrelated material. So although a chain of
related passages may resemble familiar motivic analyses—albeit with a hermeneutical bent—the
topical framework has a broader scope. As a topic contains a set of characteristics from multiple
parameters, isotopy can relate material that has no motivic association under the same topical
banner.(®)

[2.4] This analytical approach relies upon one or more topics’ strong salience across a single work
in this repertoire. An isotopic analysis builds a narrative rooted in topical conventions without
recourse to tonal norms or narrative schema while allowing space for engagement with such
theories. Such an understanding contrasts with approaches to topics’ relationship to form in
common-practice repertoire, which tend to either rely on a degree of subservience to tonal syntax
(Agawu 1991; Caplin 2005) or a mapping onto a larger-scale narrative schema, such as Hatten’s
expressive genres (1994) and Byron Almén’s (2008) adaption of Northrop Frye’s four narrative
archetypes of romance, tragedy, irony, and comedy. Indeed, a model of multiple individual
guiding topics traceable over a larger scale starkly differs from the almost collage-like sequence of
topics in eighteenth-century music, reflected in Ratner’s characterization of Mozart as “the greatest
master at mixing and coordinating topics, often in the shortest space and with startling contrast”
(1980, 27).

[2.5] Topics developing and disintegrating over long spans of time with relatively limited
juxtaposition, however, is a familiar occurrence in twentieth-century music. For example, Scott
Schumann traces the transformation of the French overture topic to the ombra in Stravinsky’s
Apollon musagete (2021, 168—-69); Amy Bauer follows the varying appearances of the Lament topic in
Ligeti’s Trio for Violin, Horn, and Piano (2011, 181-185); David Hier explores different degrees of
references to a broader “idealized Austro-German romantic music” (Hier 2022) in Wolfgang Rihm’s
String Quartet No. 5, Ohne Titel; and in a previous article I trace the appearances of melody (akin to
the “Singing Style”) in Georg Friedrich Haas’s de terrae fine (Donaldson 2021a). Broadly speaking,
post-tonal music’s lack of conventional syntax and demarcating formal waypoints (such as
cadences) opens a vacancy for the large-scale, dynamic appearance of topics to occupy a more
significant formal role, which instead relies upon semantic convention.

[2.6] In this article, the Chorale topic acts as a connective thread across the three works I analyze,
starting with a closed isotopy (i.e. single topic) in the second movement of Ligeti’s Violin Concerto. I
then expand to trace isotopies of two related topics (open isotopies)(7) of the Chorale and Sound
Mass in Ligeti’s Hamburg Concerto and the Chorale and Horn Call in dialogue with sonata form in
the exposition of Thomas Ades’s Piano Quintet. Before turning to these examples, though, I will
outline my adaption of Frymoyer’s hierarchy of topical characteristics.

Frymoyer’s Topical Hierarchy, Repurposed

[3.1] Johanna Frymoyer notes that criteria for topical identification are often left unstated (2017, 83).
Her three-level weighted topical hierarchy aims to address this issue of identification. In her model,
a topic’s characteristics divide into Essential features (“broad enough to encapsulate many
manifestations of a topic, yet remain sufficiently narrow so as to distinguish from other dances and
topics”), Frequent features (effectively a liminal category, where additional characteristics are “not
essential to a topical identification...[and] help nuance its expressive content”) and Stylistically
particular or idiomatic treatment (“that appear in works of a particular style, composer, or
compositional circle”; Frymoyer 2017, 85). In aiming to temper the interpretive and expressive
claims attributed to topical appearances, her hierarchy highlights the shifting ground of topical



identification in early twentieth-century music, while simultaneously tracing the historical origin of
certain topics and demonstrating how topics enjoy longevity through their adaptability. While this
hierarchy captures how many twentieth-century composers adopt elements of topical material
without referencing them outright—indeed, her demonstration of how an incomplete topic might
signify irony is a significant analytical payoff —she does not directly address the possible
synchronic application of her model (as, for example, across a single work).

[3.2] To apply this topical hierarchy synchronically, Frymoyer’s most-specific level, that concerned
with the “stylistically particular or idiomatic,” requires a complementary category (2017, 96).
Frymoyer’s model accounts for the historical shifting and emergence of new topics and outlines
how such features can be elevated to Essential features. It applies less successfully if the topics in
question show little stylistic change historically and are treated more in the manner of a late
modernist objef trouvé, employed with minimal ironic intent and far from stylistically particular to
the composer. For example, the Lament topic has persisted in music throughout the late twentieth
century, with its central characteristics showing little change (Metzer 2009; Bauer 2011). Allowing
for a provisionally stable identity, though, enables an understanding of the topic’s role in the
work’s structure.

[3.3] Accordingly, I modify Frymoyer’s hierarchy slightly, offering a complementary,
synchronically rooted model that reflects the formal processes in select later twentieth-century
repertoire. I retain her lower two levels and general-to-specific direction, but I introduce a new,
complementary category for the uppermost level to aid my differing aims. Rather than the
historically oriented definition of “stylistically particular or idiomatic,” the synchronically rooted
Actant (A-) level is the point at which a topic is unquestionably realized. The characteristics that
constitute the Actant level may indeed be particular to a specific style, composer, or composition
but, in contrast to these aspects of Frymoyer’s “stylistically particular or idiomatic” category, this
level is a perceptual point of topical clarity that relates to readings of an individual work’s
narrative and form.

[3.4] The term “actant,” originally coined by Greimas, is pervasive in literary narrative theory and
has been previously applied to theories of musical meaning. Most significantly, as a part of his
theory of musical narrative, Bryon Almén’s (2008, 74-75) adaption of James Liszka’s tripartite
scheme understands the actantial level as referring to the changes in markedness and rank due to
the interactions between units.®) In effect, I propose tying agential and actantial levels together
through an adaption of Frymoyer’s topical hierarchy: characteristics at the Essential and Frequent
levels are akin to the agential level, whereas my Actant level aligns with Almén’s actantial level.
Beyond these parallels, the interaction of multiple isotopies could be understood through Almén’s
application of narrative archetypes to music. That said, although a strong degree of narrativity is
inherent in the application of my conception of isotopy —or, as Michael Klein (2013, 24) puts it,
“topics can get us into the musical story” —my understanding of isotopy contains no
predisposition to a meaningful narrative trajectory.

[3.5] As with Frymoyer’s hierarchy, the three levels map a spectrum of meaning, such that each
level’s characteristics add to the previous level to signify with increasing precision. Even if the
distinctions between these three levels are occasionally fuzzy, they embody three distinct stages of
perception: a passage with only Essential-level characteristics is not a topic (note that a single
foundational characteristic links my examples below); a topic is suggested at the level of Frequent
characteristics, but doubt remains; and only at the Actant level is the topic confirmed, akin to the
introduction of “music lessons” in Eco’s example.

[3.6] To what extent does material corresponding to the Essential level signify a topic? Frymoyer
(2017, 85) answers positively, writing that “These characteristics must all be present to identify a
token of the topic.” In her first example, the Minuet’s Essential characteristics of triple time, a
moderate tempo, and homophony (albeit maintaining a clear delineation between melody and
accompaniment) “distinguish it from the slower sarabande or faster waltz, both of which have
weightier second or first beats” (85). While the distinction between these three topics in isolation is
immediately clear, such a restricted scope is less relevant in the expanded topical universe of the
increasingly cosmopolitan later-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries (that is, reflecting the



contexts of later Ligeti and Adés rather than early- and middle-period Schoenberg). In other words,
the characteristics listed above begin to point to topics beyond the Minuet in this repertoire.

[3.7] This level of generality may reflect Michael Klein’s cautionary note that, especially in music
written towards the late twentieth century, “[o]ur Derridean visions of the unfixed sign pointing
everywhere at once become the measure of how fragile musical meaning can be” (Klein 2005, 55).
Rather than viewing “pointing everywhere” as an issue, I propose that passages corresponding to
the broad Essential-level can gain—and shift—semantic significance, when understood as part of
an isotopy. Following the dynamism central to isotopy, such instances can signify in two ways. In
the first isolated appearance, an E-level excerpt is not topical. Frymoyer notes that the constituting
characteristics of a topic are akin to Rumph’s (2014, 95-97) figurae and their “kinaesthetic-emotional
experience.” Rumph’s figurae resonate with Zbikowski’s “sonic analogs” (2017, 38—41) and both
echo Peircian iconic representation, where form resembles meaning in some way; as the broadest
figura, then, an E-level excerpt may signify iconically. In the second instance, the same passage can
be retrospectively reinterpreted as semantically significant from a topical perspective if activated as
part of an isotopy. This phenomenological process is akin to the introduction of “music lessons” in
Eco’s example I cited at the outset, elevating the semantic status from the isolated (potentially
iconic) representation to the social and cultural (indexical) signification of a topic. Accordingly,
these two modes of signification are in constant dialogue. Any reappearance of an E-level passage
following the engagement with a topic is understood as synecdoche, such that the parts can
represent the whole (Hatten 1994, 268).

Three Levels of a Chorale in Ligeti’s Violin Concerto

[4.1] Excerpts from the second movement of Ligeti’s Violin Concerto, titled “Aria, Hoquetus,
Choral,” exemplify the three levels of the Chorale topic. The characteristics of the Chorale are
relatively stable and its continued use across centuries has encouraged extended studies of the
topic. Eileen Watabe and Jessica Narum trace these expressive associations through music of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, suggesting that the Chorale is relatively static in both its
characteristics and expressive associations.(®) Sanchez-Kisielewska (2018) dissects the closely
related Hymn topic in the eighteenth century. She notes that a foundational characteristic of both
the Hymn’s and the Chorale’s liturgical role is communal singing (2018, 97); we can extrapolate
that homophony is a foundational attribute of the Chorale topic, supported by Hatten (2014, 514),
Eric McKee (2007, 27), and Eileen Watabe (2016, 135). This characteristic opposes complex textures
and figuration, instead focusing on solemnity and unity.

[4.2] Example 1 excerpts a Chorale that appears in muted brass at the end of Ligeti’s movement. It
contains many characteristics we might expect from a prototypical Chorale: four-part homophony,
tertian voicings, homogeneous timbre, regular rhythm, appropriate voice-leading (primarily by
tone and semitone), medium/low dynamic, and clear phrases at a regular tempo. Accordingly, this
excerpt is the most fully realized version of the topic, towards which the following examples lead.
Using the definitions from above, we can organize these characteristics into the following
hierarchy:

CHORALE

¢ Essential: Homophony
¢ Frequent: Tertian voicings, regular rhythm, homogenous timbre, at least three distinct parts

e Actant: Appropriate voice-leading, medium/low dynamic, clear phrases at a medium tempo,
singable range and articulation, four parts

Homophony is foundational to the Chorale and therefore is the sole Essential characteristic. From a
kinesthetic-emotional perspective, homophony can index a sense of togetherness (Kozak 2019, 117-
120) without the cultural associations of the Chorale. At the Frequent level the coordination of the
three or more parts supports the homophony, as do tertian voicings, nuancing the broader



characteristic of “homophonic.” Adding multiple Actant-level (A-level) characteristics listed would
confirm a Chorale, with all the A-level characteristics present further strengthening the topic.

[4.3] Sanchez-Kisielewska (2018, 148) invokes specific varieties of the Hymn, such as processional
or spirited Hymns. The hierarchy above centers on arguably the most common version of the
Lutheran Chorale, which Sanchez-Kisielewska describes as an introspective, private chorale.
Nevertheless, even within this archetypal A-level Chorale, wider historical and hermeneutic
associations add further detail, reminding us to be mindful of the potential for wider historical
contexts beyond my somewhat artificial, provisionally stable topic. Here, for example, Ligeti’
muted brass timbre is perhaps reminiscent of the sound of the organ swell. Furthermore, this
Actant-level realization of the Chorale strongly echoes the final Chorale of Stravinsky’s Symphonies
of Wind Instruments. The original piano solo version of the Chorale titled Le Tombeau de Claude
Debussy (1920) is reproduced in Example 2. This reference is mentioned by Ligeti in his own article
on the work(10) and, though not a direct quotation, many overlapping elements are present: the
quiet brass timbre, triads with added neighboring semitones, the stepwise melodic contours, and
the formal placement near the end of the movement. A Stravinskian Chorale is a “Stylistically
Particular or Idiomatic” topic, akin to Frymoyer’s example of a Chopinesque Waltz. Within this
context, the association of Stravinsky’s Chorale with a tribute to Debussy —the Chorale was
initially written for a special edition of La Revue musicale entitled Le Tombeau de Claude Debussy —
brings new funereal associations into the hermeneutic net.

[4.4] At the Frequent level (F-level) a topic is suggested but remains unclear. For the Chorale, F-
level characteristics are tertian voicings, regular rhythm, and homogeneous timbre. Although these
characteristics individually begin to point towards the Chorale—even more so in combination with
each other, and alongside the Essential quality of homophony —they do not yet confirm the topic.
Example 3 is an excerpt from the same movement of Ligeti’s Concerto that contains all the E-and F-
level characteristics, but because of its loud dynamic, high tessitura, and parallel voice leading, is
not an archetypal Chorale idiom.(1") Nevertheless, enough elements point towards “Chorale” to

make it a useful description, though not without a degree of hesitation relative to the clarity of Ex.
102

[4.5] Example 4 is the entry of the accompanying viola to the solo violin near the opening of the
movement. Through their coordination of primary attacks, they create homophony, satisfying the
E-level characteristic. No F-level characteristics are satisfied, however: the voicing is not tertian (a
ninth followed by two fifths) and it remains in only two parts. While the A-level attributes of the
medium/low dynamic and singable range are satisfied, the lack of F-level characteristics restricts it
to the E-level, as the F-level characteristics cannot be skipped. Let us now turn to the relationship
between these three examples across the movement.

Closed Isotopies

[5.1] Example 5 maps two abstract isotopies across three musical events (ej, e, e3) and the three

levels, in opposite directions. I conceive a musical event (e) broadly, as anything from a group of
pitches to a phrase (or even material occupying a larger section) and contains one or more
characteristics corresponding to the respective level. (For ease of representation, I will only include
short excerpts in the following examples, although some of these may be representative of larger
sections.) In Ex. 5a, the topic is increasingly realized up to Actant level by the third event,
retrospectively elevating the signifying status of the E-and F-levels. In Ex. 5b the topic is
immediately established early in the work and then disintegrates. Although the Actant level is
defined as the point when the topic becomes active in the discourse, reaching the Actant level is not
necessarily required for a topic to constitute a significant part of a work’s expressive trajectory. The
Frequent level indicates that the listener begins to suspect a topic, such that topics at this level still
contribute to the discourse, albeit less strongly. An Actant-level topic can appear without its
respective F and E levels.

[5.2] Let us return to the three excerpts from Ligeti’s Violin Concerto with an isotopic framework.
Ligeti’s movement opens with a legato solo violin statement of the theme, excerpted in Example 6.



This opening monophonic line is clearly not a Chorale due to its lack of homophony, although
characteristics of the Chorale’s higher levels are present: medium/low dynamic, clear phrases at a
medium tempo, and a regular thythm. Example 7 maps the Chorale isotopy of the three excerpts
discussed above. The example is not comprehensive, as appearances of E-and F-level Chorales
appear throughout, though the progression towards a realization of the Chorale topic is clear. The
introduction of homophony at the first event (e1) begins this process (see Ex. 4), but little indicates a

Chorale. At e, (see Ex. 3) the ocarinas now play tertian harmonies with homogeneous timbres,

though they are still too high and their overt parallelism directly opposes any clear voice leading.
A Chorale can be engaged at this point, though the topic remains ambiguous. Event 1 (e) is

retrospectively reinterpreted as an anticipation of key Chorale characteristics, although “Chorale”
as a rewarding lens is only cemented at e3, when the Chorale appears at Actant level (see Ex. 1).

The Chorale topic gradually emerges over the movement, creating a kaleidoscopic variation on the
Chorale cantata.

Open Isotopies

[6.1] This single-topic analysis models a discrete conception of isotopy, yet few topics enact such a
lonely path. Even if multiple topics exist in a work, their constituting characteristics are not always
unique to each topic, instead overlapping such that one topic can easily drift into another. A topic
may require only a minor change to its characteristics to gently move to another topic, introducing
a new isotopic path out of the previous one. After Eco, I term this occurrence of two or more
overlapping isotopies with at least one shared event open isotopies.

[6.2] Example 8 maps an example of two abstract open isotopies. In this example and the musical
examples below, all the topics are realized at A-level (but again, this is not required). The event
sequence of topic (a) is the same as the closed isotopy of Ex. 5a, gradually realizing the topic up to
the Actant level. In the abstract open model, though—that is, with the same three musical events—
a second topic follows the reverse path, as in Ex. 5b’s disintegration of a topic from the Actant level
—a form of topical liquidation. At each e, the listener re-orients themselves with respect to topics
(a) and (b). To achieve this, at least one characteristic of the two topics must overlap. At e,, neither

is realized: topic (a) is projected while topic (b) begins to disappear. Both are on the threshold but
follow different paths, one emerging, the other disintegrating. As outlined below, given the listener
dependency of a topic, perhaps only one isotopy is identified by the listener. As such, depending
on their familiarity with the imported genres, one listener familiar with topic (a) might center on its
successful realization towards the end, a triumphant arrival, whereas another listener focused on
topic (b) may extract some tragic connotations from the dissolution of that topic. Accordingly, if
only one topic is engaged with by the listener this model can account for dramatically different
hermeneutic interpretations of the same music.

[6.3] Mapping the interaction of two expressively unrelated topics across a single work is close to
Hatten’s concept of troping (2004; 2014). Hatten interpret merged topics as generating fresh
meaning. When taking the more dynamic understanding of isotopy, repeated iterations of two
topics at their respective F-levels—such as e, in Ex. 8 —embodies elements of merging and

therefore troping. Accordingly, open isotopy has parallels with Almén and Hatten’s tropological
narratives, where multiple strands are “juxtaposed in a way that emphasizes their similarity or
difference” (2013, 71). Furthermore, one could model Hatten’s tropological axes more closely
through open isotopies, such as his axis of tropological productivity (the degree to which a topic or
trope is used throughout a composition, see Hatten 2014). Scott Schumann (2021, 155) frames
productivity—one of Hatten’s four axes—as the one which governs global musical structures. The
complementary axis referring to local musical structures is dominance, or the degree of prominence
for a topic within its musical environment. This category is the most relevant here. In my abstract
open isotopy of Ex. 8, topic (a) has a high degree of dominance over topic (b) at e3. By e3 topic (b) is

retrospectively understood to have had a high degree of dominance over topic (a) at e;. More

broadly, such trajectories can be aligned with Almén’s narrative archetypes, especially the



victory/defeat paradigm (2008, 65-66). Open isotopies can trace these processes in action on a more
granular level.

[6.4] As an example of such an interaction, Ligeti’s Hamburg Concerto (1998-1999, rev. 2003)
contains prominent topics of the Sound Mass and the Chorale. The interaction of these two topics is
a striking example of open isotopies as their poetic associations differ distinctly, but they share
multiple characteristics. The markedly different expressive associations—the Chorale tapping into
a long history of religious communal singing, in contrast to the Sound Mass’s association with
postwar high modernism(l3)—point to dramatically juxtaposed connotations. This contrasts
contrast in the topics’ social contexts and functions is particularly striking given their multiple
common musical characteristics.

[6.5] Topicalizing the Sound Mass in Ligeti’s music has been suggested previously by Yayoi Uno
Everett (2009, 29) and Robert Hatten (2018, 280). Outside of topic theory, Jason Noble et al. (2020)
have explored mappings between the perceptual and semantic domains. Combining perceptual
research and acoustic analysis, they identify consistent musical characteristics and semantic
associations across a range of listeners, often related to associations of the Sound Mass in film and
television music, highly suggestive of an emerging topical use. Indeed, the Sound Mass utilized as
a conventionalized imported genre surrounded by unrelated material —drawing upon associations
from the original contexts of both film/television music and concert works—occurs increasingly
frequently. This topical treatment is distinct from Sound Mass textures used as a singular structural
device —a shift particularly evident in Ligeti’s stylistic change in later works. His works written in
the late 1950s and 60s—such as Apparitions (1959), Atmosphéres (1961), Ramifications (1968-69), and
the Requiem (1963-65) —eschew a clear sense of pitch, exploring other elements rooted in his
experience in the West German Radio (WDR). His later use of Sound Mass as a conventionalized
imported genre fundamentally changes the topic’s role in Ligeti’s compositional topical aesthetic.

[6.6] My understanding of the conventionalized coded characteristics of the Sound Mass is rooted
in Douglas et al.’s definition:

Sound mass exists when the individual identities of multiple sound events or
components are attenuated and subsumed into a perceptual whole, which nevertheless
retains an impression of multiplicity. Typically this involves one or more parameters
of sound —for example, rhythmic activity, pitch organization, or spectral content—
attaining a degree of density, complexity, and/or homogeneity that is perceived as
saturation. (Douglas, Noble, and McAdams 2016, 287)

Crucially, relative to the Chorale topic, the pitches of the Sound Mass are not perceived as
individuals. Likewise, Sound Mass obscures the Chorale’s regular thythm. Noble later adds to this
definition, focusing on perceptual issues:

A perceptually dense and homogeneous auditory unit integrating multiple sound
events or components while retaining an impression of multiplicity. Although their
acoustical correlates may be highly complex, sound masses are perceptually simple
because they resist perceptual segmentation in one or more parameters (e.g., pitch,
rhythm, timbre). (Noble 2018, 8)

That a Sound Mass is “perceptually simple” is significant in relation to other topics, as it subsumes
other parameters —and consequently other topics’ characteristics—into one perceptual element.

[6.7] Nevertheless, from these clear characteristics in multiple parameters we can hierarchize the
topic:

SOUND MASS

¢ E: Slow-moving/near-static texture with unclear meter

e F: Several distinct layers of pitches (more than a simple chord), rhythms, or timbres, often closely

spaced (metrically or in register) or multiple simultaneous (yet separate) groups(14)



¢ A:Sound events subsumed into a perceptual whole through the combination of many layers of
pitch, rhythm, or timbre

The topics of the Chorale and Sound Mass share the characteristic of multiple independent lines,
but, unlike the Chorale, the Sound Mass subsumes the voices into a perceptual whole with
imperceptible voice-leading. Similarly, while the Chorale has a clear meter—even phrases at the A-
level — the Sound Mass’s E-level characteristic is a slow-moving texture with an unclear meter.

[6.8] Example 9 maps open isotopies of the two topics in Ligeti's Hamburg Concerto.1%) The work
opens with a clear Sound Mass topic, after which the Chorale gains prominence over the course of
work. Event 1 (e7) (I/4) expresses the Sound Mass at Actant level; its peak at seven pitches

effectively becomes a perceptual whole. This layering of many pitches is homophonic, an Essential-
level characteristic of the Chorale. The Chorale, however, is not notably in effect. The harmonies
open out in e, (the solo horn line is missing from this excerpt), from an E-G#-B-C sonority which

satisfies the tertian voicing of the Chorale and is voiced in a cluster, thereby overlapping the two
topics. The next chord of this excerpt is more tertian, but the six different pitches result in a
similarly dense sonority. And although the sonorities are regularly spaced, the slow tempo restricts
the perception of regularity, further eliding the two topics. Enough characteristics are present,
though, for the listener to introduce the Chorale as a useful lens, a process heightened by the
arrival of the final, widely spaced quartal chord of this excerpt.

[6.9] Event 3 (e3) is a clear Actant-level Chorale, with no suggestions of the Sound Mass topic. The
Chorale topic is now unambiguously engaged and ey is retrospectively reinterpreted as
contributing part of a Chorale. Event 4 (e4, the opening of the fifth movement “Spectra”) elides the
two topics differently to e,: the established rhythm is more regular, but the tertian harmonies of the

obbligato horns are undermined by the solo horn’s pitches, suggestive of the Sound Mass. Event 5
(e5) excerpts the opening of the seventh movement, Hymnus, which, perhaps unsurprisingly

returns to the A-level Chorale, although now the ppp flutter-tonguing creates a strained effect.
Although the Chorale characteristics are at the forefront, a listener may engage the Sound Mass
through synecdoche.

[6.10] To identify this slight shifting between abstract musical material without engaging an
isotopic framework would overlook the striking interactions between these topics. Instead, such an
analysis might conclude the effect of shifting between clear, four-part tertian harmony and a dense
layering of pitches as minimal. Applying an isotopic lens, though, reframes this shift as a
kaleidoscopic effect between the diverging expressive associations of the Chorale and the Sound
Mass. Tracing these topics—or even simply identifying one rather than both—depends on the
different levels of listener experience with Chorales and Sound Mass music, which could be
affected by an external force of the generic framing or the wider reception of the work. To use a
somewhat simplified hypothetical: placing the Hamburg Concerto in a concert alongside works of
Penderecki and Xenakis would likely motivate listeners to prioritize the Sound Mass elements,
whereas framing the Concerto in a concert alongside works with significant chorales, even themed
as such (perhaps Berg’s Violin Concerto or Stravinsky’s Symphonies of Wind Instruments) would
encourage listeners primarily to home in on the Chorale characteristics. Applying the concept of
open isotopy melds these multiple simultaneous hermeneutic perspectives, each with its own
trajectories in the work.

Thomas Ades’s Piano Quintet: Open Isotopies and Sonata Form

[7.1] The resulting trajectories from these isotopies can resemble elements of familiar narrative
schemata, such as Hatten’s tragic-to-transcendent or Almén’s narrative archetypes. My approach
arrives at such conclusions by building systematically upwards from small-scale observations. This
method can construct isotopies that map onto temporal schemata that are perhaps less explicitly

motivated by narrativity, such as sonata form.(16)



[7.2] In his interviews and program notes, Adeés describes elements of sonata form in his Chamber
Symphony (1990), . . . but all shall be well (2018), and his Concerto for Piano and Orchestra (2018).(17) In
each work, markers of sonata form (such as secondary theme or recapitulation) appear in lieu of
conventional tonal-syntactical landmarks, encouraging the listener to hear the works within this
formal framework. This nudge towards a sonata reading is particularly evident in his Piano
Quintet which repeats its exposition, among other elements. The Quintet’s exposition is also
topically charged, as the two topics of the Horn Call and Chorale map onto the Main Theme and
Subordinate Theme areas. The A-level topics appear at the outset of each theme area, a topical
clarity common in traditional sonata movements. Adés’s transition, however, does not introduce a
new topic in the transition, a characteristic of eighteenth-century expositions. Rather, the transition
sees the Main Theme’s Horn Call gradually become the Subordinate Theme’s Chorale, linked by
their shared characteristic of homophony, embodied by the Horn Call’s horn fifths. As detailed by
Philip Stoecker (2014), the Quintet’s pitch material is rooted in aligned cycles, which result from
two or more interval cycles unfolding, note-against-note, in the same direction. This coordination
of pitches requires homophony, which is central to both the Quintet’s guiding topics.(ls)

[7.3] Before turning to the Quintet, let us establish the Horn Call’s hierarchy of characteristics.
Raymond Monelle identifies Siegfried’s horn call as enshrining “all the features of the topic, except
that its call is a monody” (2006, 95). Wagner’s call, and all of Monelle’s other examples, contain
prominent rising gestures, which are suitable as an E-level characteristic. As Monelle considers
Wagner’s example as a Horn Call, we cannot consider homophony as an E-level characteristic.
Homophony is better reserved for the F level, to which I add prominent vertical intervals of fourths
or fifths (requiring homophony). A medium tempo and medium tessitura (Monelle specifies the
third register of the horn as idiomatic) bring the topic closer to the A-level. The Actant
characteristics of horn dyads and triads at a loud dynamic confirm the topic. Clear phrases
demarcated through sustained pitches or silence and a sense of triple meter (echoing a primary
characteristic of the Hunt topic; the majority of Monelle’s examples are in compound meter) are
less central, but when present further solidify a Horn Call topic.

HORN CALL

¢ E:Prominent ascending motion1?)

¢ F: medium-loud dynamic,(zo) prominent vertical intervals of fourths or fifths in homophony,
medium tempo, mid tessitura

e A:horn dyads/triads, clear end of phrase (through sustained pitch(es) or silence), sense of triple
meter

[7.4] Example 10 maps these two topics’ isotopies across the Quintet’s Exposition.?!) As with the
previous examples, the excerpts are only a selection of the most prominent topic-engaging
moments, with some instances containing both topics and others only one. The opening of the
Quintet provides an example of a tonal Horn Call in a post-tonal soundworld. The opening two G
major and C major triads—albeit disrupted in the third chord —are even strong enough to suggest
a key.(zz) This opening satisfies the Actant level of the Horn Call. Despite the clarity of topic at the
opening, the three chords are also homophonic, tertian voicings, a homogenous timbre, and
regular thythm — thus satisfying the Frequent-level characteristics of the Chorale. The slightly
awkward voice-leading (including the rising major thirds in the lowest voice) and clear phrases
restrict the opening to the Frequent level and the identification as a Horn Call overshadows any
engagement with the Chorale for now, a form of tropological dominance.

[7.5] The lower line of Example 10 maps the key formal points of the Exposition. The Horn Call
topic is central to the Main Theme, appearing clearly at the Actant level (e1)-33) As Stoecker notes,

this opening Horn Call is an aligned cycle of ( 2, 3, 4 ). In an aligned cycle, each voice rises by a

consistent interval, read from top to bottom, such that ( 2, 3, 4 ) is three parallel interval cycles of a
tone, minor third, and major third (2014, 32). Chorale characteristics are in the shadow of the Horn
Call throughout the Main Theme, only retrospectively becoming important later in the piece.(24)

According to Caplin, the Horn Call has a “likely formal relation” to an initiating function due to its



characteristically prolongational harmony (2005, 115). This association suits the Horn Call’s
appearance as the Main Theme. The horn dyads or triads continue at the first piano entry at e,

(another ( 2, 3, 4 ) ), although now piano.

[7.6] As the movement progresses into the transition section, the A-level characteristics of the Horn
Call begin to disappear, replaced by a burgeoning Chorale. At e5 the aligned-cycle Horn Call

pattern appears in dialogue across the ensemble, extending beyond the opening three-chord Horn
Call and, crucially, shifting to the Chorale’s characteristic of a clear phrase. This liquidation of the
Horn Call continues into ey4: the rising pattern in the first violin maintains the topic’s E-level

characteristic, as does (more loosely) the rising C-Eb fff minor third after a brief four-part, three-
chord Chorale. The Horn Call topic drifts into the background and —although brief —the A-level of
the Chorale is reached here through tertian voicings, four-part homophony, and a medium-low
dynamic. The voice-leading is primarily by semitone and tone in a consistent direction, continuing
the interval cycles, albeit more loosely. The missing characteristic of clear phrases joins soon after,
at the Subordinate Theme proper at Fig. 4 (e5), appropriate for the introduction of a new theme
area.(?)

[7.7] This confirmation of the Chorale signals the beginning of the Subordinate Theme area, helping
listeners retrospectively to understand the previous instances of Chorale characteristics as
emerging from the tropological dominance of the Horn Call. These Chorale elements continue to
pervade the ST, although a similar liquidation of topical characteristics occurs, with new Horn Call
characteristics beginning to undermine the Chorale’s clarity. At eg, the topic lowers to the Frequent

level, with the fff, parallel chords similar to the ocarina Chorale in Ligeti’s Violin Concerto in Ex. 3.
A more clearly aligned cycle of (1, 2, 1, 2) returns here, although it is disrupted in the final two
sonorities. At e; a markedly different idea appears, enacting a 16—V% in A major. Despite the tonal

clarity, I consider this to be an F-level Chorale due to the low dynamic, unclear phrases, and non-
legato articulation (notably detached in the recording with Adeés himself at the piano). The
ascending A-D at the end of the excerpt of Video Ex. 1/Ex. 10 embodies the E-level rising
characteristic of the Horn Call; the triadic harmony supports a rise to the F level, although the
densely voiced Vg’s arrival mid-phrase undermines these visceral characteristics. The next excerpt,

eg, continues the same levels but through different means: the rising E-G# continues to strengthen

the Horn Call and the piano’s quiet triadic homophony continues the Chorale with a similar
articulation and fragmentary gestures to those found in e.

[7.8] The fff rising pattern first appearing at e, returns extensively at ey, with a sudden outburst of
Horn Call characteristics at e1: the music is loud, ascending, homophonic, and loosely triadic, all

in a mid tessitura. All the A-level characteristics are lacking, however, and this fleeting return to the
Horn Call topic is soon interrupted with a prominent return to full Chorale at eq;. Although

extremely high and ppp, all the Chorale characteristics are satisfied, even ending the four-bar
phrase with a cadential gesture. As the energy dissipates, so does the Chorale, with the final rolling
dialogue of F-C and Bb-D between the viola and cello and piano at e, embodying homophony.

Stoecker (2014, 50) notes that, although the same two sonorities recur, a (3, 2, 1) aligned cycle
generates Bb major, a tonal stasis and liquidation of the Chorale’s characteristics appropriately
fulfill the function of a closing section of the Exposition and completing a Chorale trajectory.

[7.9] In sum, rather than considering the Horn Call and Chorale in isolation, tracing their
constituent characteristics across the exposition draws out a more entwined, kaleidoscopic
interaction that reflects the familiar arc of a sonata exposition, with topical clarity in place of
familiar tonal landmarks. Accordingly, Adeés’s comment that his music is “naturally always
transitioning, always slipping” resonates only to an extent in the topical sphere (Adés and Service
2012, 75; see also Rupprecht 2021), since the “slippery” topics settle at key moments in the form.
The homophony inherent in the aligned cycles that pervade the work acquires a hermeneutic role
besides controlling the harmony, such that the cycles interact with other parameters to bring the
Horn Call and Chorale in and out of focus at key points. While the aligned cycle technique is



central to the Quintet’s harmonic language, tracing the isotopies of these two topics across the two
themes of the sonata exposition simultaneously demonstrates variation within coherence, with the
same harmonic process a foundational characteristic of two markedly different expressive
directions.

Conclusion

[8.1] “Proust,” Eco writes in a later reflection on the analytical application of isotopy, “could read a
railroad timetable and find in the names of the Valois region sweet, labyrinthian echoes of the
Nervalian voyage in search of Sylvie” (1980, 155). There may always be one reader who can
squeeze a gripping story out of something as seemingly narratively bland as a list of place names
and train departure times. This example reminds us of the perceiver’s role in creating meaning and
that given the range of musical characteristics that contribute to each topic across the topical
universe, an isotopy of many topics may be extracted from the webs of semantically rich works.
And, following Proust’s lead, perhaps a listener could trace such isotopies from seemingly abstract
music.

[8.2] My analytical application of isotopy, however, leans heavily on stable topical convention to
temper such a hyper-plurality. Although different readers or listeners could theoretically bring
different topical lenses to form strikingly different understandings of a basic invariant text to the
degree of Proust’s reading of train timetables, a topic’s convention is necessary to maintain
intersubjective communication. Accordingly, as conventionalized coded signs rooted in a canon,
familiar to both composer and listener, identifying a work’s isotopy can recapture a similar effect to
the topic of “music lesson” in Eco’s example I cited at the outset, cohering semantically what may,
from the perspective of other analytical methods, appear disparate.

[8.3] Although this analytical method could be applied beyond my current narrow repertoire
choices, my interpretation of these works through an isotopic framework brings into focus
elements of style. These three works represent music composed in recent decades that draws upon
topics and topic-like references, such as by Sofia Gubaidulina, John Adams, Kaija Saariaho, and
Wolfgang Rihm. Such music embodies an aesthetic of textuality somewhat distinct from the
collage-based experiments common in the 1960s. Rather than juxtapose overt references to other
music, central to such an aesthetic are more subtle footprints of the past, from the near-timelessness
of Hymns and Chorales to the more recent Sound Mass and its associations with high modernism
or, indeed, the natural world (e.g., clouds). Rather than being quoted, these topics are often woven
in as an integral part of the work’s form and expression, skirting an overtness of reference without
recourse to irony or satire. This topical treatment contrasts with the aesthetic motivations for
Frymoyer’s and Schumann’s modeling of topics in post-tonal music, with the former focusing on
the role of irony in relatively demarcated topics in Schoenberg and the latter viewing
characteristically Stravinskian juxtapositions from a topical standpoint. In other words, along with
Frymoyer’s and Schumann’s writings, this article demonstrates not only the continued vitality of
topics in twentieth-century music, but adds another perspective on how composers in the
twentieth century drew upon such familiar material as a central communicative principal.
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Footnotes

1. Of course, the parallel between these examples is not exact, since Eco’s interjection of the idea of
“music lessons” makes sense out of a seemingly nonsensical conversation that has begun in media
res, and Agawu’s application of the March topic is a subtler effect, adding meaning to a more
neutral (but otherwise coherent) beginning. Nevertheless, it is significant that both introduce a new
concept to semantically reframe the material in retrospect.

Return to text

2. For longer literary analyses drawing upon isotopy, see Greimas’s ([1976] 1988) analysis of Guy
de Maupassant’s Deux Amis (1882), Eco’s (1979, 200-260) analysis of Alphonse Allais’s “Un drame
bien parisien”, and Frangois Rastier’s (1972) analysis of Mallarmé’s poem “Salut”. The five “codes”
Roland Barthes’s (1974) traces through Balzac’s “Sarrasine” in his influential S/Z have similarities
to Greimas’s concept.

Return to text

3. For an example of Ligeti discussing some of his own influences and possible references, see
Ligeti 1993.
Return to text

4. On Ligeti, see Bouliane and Lang 2006; Callender 2007; Everett 2009; Searby 2010; Bauer 2011;
Searby 2012; Donaldson 2024. On Ades, see, Venn 2014, 2015, 2021a, 2021b; Massey 2020;
Donaldson 2022. On both composers, see Donaldson 2021c.

Return to text

5. On the phenomenological underpinnings of Greimas’s understanding of isotopy, see Sonesson
2017.
Return to text

6. This fundamentally opposes Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s paradigmatic analysis ([1975] 1990), which
focuses on the similarity of material in an essentially motivic manner.
Return to text

7. The distinction between open and closed isotopies is taken from Umberto Eco (1979, 33-34 and,
more generally, [1962] 1989).
Return to text

8. Notably, within his theory of virtual agency, Robert Hatten defines an Actant as an unspecified
source of energy without constructing a particular or individual agency (Hatten 2018, 31).
Although neither an Actor (a role in the dramatic trajectory) or an Agent (with human
characteristics), the Actant nevertheless contains meaning. My conception of the Actant level of a
topic dovetails, as Almén’s work, with Hatten’s conception, with the lower levels effectively acting
as a pre—Actant level.

Return to text

9. Watabe (2015, 2016) traces the increasingly common appearance of the Chorale in secular music
across the nineteenth century, due to its association with certain Romantic ideals, while Narum
(2013) identifies several prominent Chorales in the music of Schoenberg. More specifically, McKee
2007 traces the Sacred Hymn topic in Beethoven’s instrumental music, similarly providing an orbit



of the topic’s characteristics.
Return to text

10. Ligeti [1992] 2007, 306. Schumann describes Stravinsky’s Chorale as a “creative” trope of the
Hymn and Ombra topics. While there is little to distinguish the Hymn and Chorale topics,
Schumann explains the Ombra infusion: as the “dissonant sonorities of the repeated opening chord
(G major over a D-diminished triad) and frequent rests convey an unsettled expressive state
connected to the ombra topic” (2021, 10). Schumann'’s eighteenth-century subject position identifies
these dissonances as transgressive to the archetypal tonal Chorale, whereas my predominantly
post-tonal lens from a vantage point of Ligeti’s and Adeés’s harmonic vocabulary frames
Stravinsky’s triadic-rooted harmony as relatively consonant.

Return to text

11. Any significantly marked reversal of Actant-level characteristics may encourage a further
expressive interpretation or point to a different topic. For example, the ff dynamics of Ex. 3 could
be interpreted as a form of parody, if we understand parody as a marked manipulation of
borrowed material (Everett 2009). Alternatively, this passage may evoke the tradition of loud
instrumental hymns common in nineteenth-century music, which Hentschel and Kreutz (2021)
term the Glorifying Hymnic. Sdnchez-Kisielewska notes that these “often have a patriotic rather
than religious connotation and flourish with the rise of nationalisms in nineteenth-century Europe”
(2018, 127).

Return to text

12. Although I propose viewing this excerpt’s parallel voice-leading through the context of the
Chorale topic’s ideal voice-leading, the ocarina’s timbre and parallelism may evoke a folk topos.
Return to text

13. Beyond this general association, composers” own writings and interviews point to a variety of
imagery. For example, Ligeti associated the Sound Mass with clouds, Xenakis with clouds and
galaxies, Barry Truax with swarms and water. For a substantial discussion of the characteristics,
associative metaphors, and their possible role in the perception of Sound Masses, see Douglas,
Noble and McAdams Douglas, Noble, and McAdams 2016; Noble Noble 2018; Noble, Thoret,
Henry and McAdams Noble et al. 2020.

Return to text

14. This characteristic directly reflects Douglas, Noble and McAdams (2016, 295): “an intermediate
rating would represent situations in which some but not all of the sounds were integrated into a
sound mass, or in which multiple simultaneous masses were perceived, or in which sounds were
partially integrated but still retained distinct individual identities.”

Return to text

15. Elements of Ligeti’s conception of a close relationship between the Sound Mass and the Chorale
are traceable in Ligeti’s sketches for the Hamburg Concerto; see Donaldson 2023b.
Return to text

16. Although not explicitly motivated by narrativity, Hepokoski and Darcy’s (2006) approach to
sonata form analysis leans on a (sometimes topic-inflected) narrative language in a manner that
similarly may permit a less overt reliance on the specifics of harmonic processes.

Return to text

17. For a detailed discussion of Adés and the sonata, see Venn 2021a. Gallon (2013) explores the
Quintet’s complex temporalities and their relationship with sonata form.
Return to text

18. Stoecker’s tracing of aligned cycles in Ades’s “Chori” from Traced Overhead (2014) captures a
similar rooting of the Chorale topic in the homophony of aligned cycles. The Chorale in this
movement remains at the F level according to the hierarchy below, continually in an emergent state
as, although it frequently satisfies the tertian voicings and three or more parts, the Actant-level
characteristics of clear phrases at a medium tempo in a singable range with appropriate voice-



leading are not present. As it is at a medium-low dynamic throughout (another A-level
characteristic), the Actant level remains close. From a different perspective, I explore the role of
aligned cycles as controlling harmony associated with various topics in Adeés’s Living Toys in
Donaldson 2022.

Return to text

19. The descending three chords which open the first movement of Beethoven’s “Les Adieux” op.
81a might suggest that contour is not a foundational characteristic of the Horn Call. As Caplin
(2005, 122) notes, though, this descent in Beethoven’s example—a characteristic of cadential closure
—brings “a distinct sense of dissonance” relative to prevailing convention. Indeed, as I suggest
elsewhere (Donaldson 2021b), depending on the intertexts engaged —including the distorted horn
call opening Ligeti’s own Horn Trio—the opening of Ades’s Quintet might be considered a double
reversal of contour, reverting to the ascending Horn Call common in eighteenth-century music.
Return to text

20. One might question whether a loud dynamic is central to the Horn Call and therefore an E-level
characteristic. After all, should a Horn Call not be clearly audible? Siegfried’s call, however, is at
times piano. Combined with the limited analytical benefit of tracing “loudness” across a work as
contributing to a Horn Call isotopy (compared with tracing prominent rising motions), a loud
dynamic is of limited use at the E-level.

Return to text

21. Ades’s use of multiple simultaneous time signatures complicates bar numbering. For excerpts
between the figures in Video Ex. 1/Ex. 10 (such as e5’s Fig. 2*7), I count the largest notated bar

length as the unit of measurement.
Return to text

22. See Worner (, 302) for a detailed discussion of the opening’s tonal implications.
Return to text

23. Note that the Exposition does not repeat to the beginning (and back to the A-level Horn Call)
but only to ey, thereby skipping over a reprise of the clear Horn Call and keeping the Horn Call in a

relatively emergent state after its opening clarity.
Return to text

24. Although I focus on the ascending Horn Call, repeated instances of its retrograde, i.e.
descending horn fifths, occur. As these do not embody E-level characteristic and often occur close
to their ascending version, they do not affect the isotopies outlined here.

Return to text

25. Stoecker (2014, 46) likewise calls this the secondary theme.
Return to text
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