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immediately proceeded by a small whole tone fragment — just enough to disorient the 

listener, while foreshadowing the sonority to come. The chromatic figure in mm. 2 

dissolves this further until the third bar, in which the octatonic collection that comprised 

the second phrase of the variation is alluded to. This collection, however, is obscured by 

the superimposition of a whole tone scale above it. It is not until the repeated B’s descend 

down to F at the end of the bar that the listener is finally made firmly aware of the sonic 

transformation that has taken place. 

 
Example 3.6a: Britten, Musingly, Octatonic and Whole Tone collections in Phrase 3 

 

 

It’s worth noting, however, that there is an alternate, and perhaps deeper, 

harmonic interpretation of this passage. If one chooses to perceive the various octatonic 

and whole tone collections simply as an aural veneer — and hears past it — he will 

discover that these various fragments also belong to more conventional tonally based 

scales. 

 
Example 3.6b: Britten, Musingly, Polytonal interpretation of Phrase 3 
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It may at first seem a tossup as to which of these perspectives affords a more 

accurate view of the harmonic world comprising the Nocturnal — something akin to the 

classic “is the glass half full or half empty?” conundrum. Indeed, this type of rich tonal 

ambiguity permeates Musingly and the work as a whole. However, examination of Phrase 

6 grants us a clearer understanding of the forces at work here, and provides an insightful 

clue into Britten’s harmonic conception for the work in its entirety. It is perhaps the 

richest of them all, and Britten exploits many of its features in very unique and insistent 

ways throughout the Nocturnal.  

In the context of this particular variation, Phrase 6 is notable for its introduction 

of a clearly defined E major chord. It should be mentioned that this is the only time thus 

far that the listener has been afforded such a distinctive proclamation of triadic harmony. 

But the harmony is irritated by an Fn in the top voice that repeatedly falls downward a 

perfect 4th to C. This is an obvious resonance of Dowland’s melody, but the difference 

here, of course, is that the F and C in the top voice are alien to the key of E major, and 

hence, a conflict is established. 

It is curious that Britten would introduce an element of this strength here, 

(reinforced as it is by his consistent development of it throughout the rest of the 

Nocturnal) when there is almost nothing in the Dowland that would suggest such a 

struggle. Indeed, the corresponding phrase in the Dowland is among the simplest of any 

in the song. Perhaps this is the reason for Britten’s purposeful distortion? Creative 

mysteries aside, thorough analysis of the phrase yields some interesting questions. The 

cadence on C at the end of Phrase 5, especially through the use of the three, whole step 

descending pattern beginning on E, seems to imply an F major tonality in the top voice at 
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the beginning of Phrase 6. This would make a bi-tonal passage comprising E major and F 

major, two keys only a half step apart! Something happens in the second bar, however, 

that changes our mind. 

 
Example 3.7: Britten, Musingly, Phrase 6 

 

 
The G# of the E major chord in the bottom voice, arpeggiated amidst the falling 

4th in the top, is simultaneously interpreted as an Ab relative to the F and C, thereby 

suggesting an F minor harmony. In a sense, the G# functions as a pivot, that bridges these 

two harmonically disparate worlds. It is only towards the end of the passage, when in the 

top voice the first four notes of an ascending C minor scale are proclaimed, that we come 

to understand that the forces at odds with each other here are E major and C minor. 

(Incidentally, it is worth mentioning that C minor has been the only triadic key that has 

even been hinted at thus far, brushed upon ever so innocently in Phrase 4). Ultimately, 

the top voice comes to rest on F once again, only this time it has been “phrygianly 

tonicized” by Gb, leaving no doubt as to its tonal identity. 

The sophisticated juxtaposition of these two disparate key worlds naturally leads 

us to consider the Nocturnal in the light of polytonality. Indeed, further evidence for this 

interpretation exists throughout the work, most notably in the 7th variation, Gently 

Rocking, in which the music is dispersed across two staves, the upper one with a key 
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signature suggesting B¨ minor, the lower one suggesting A minor. Furthermore, it’s 

worth noting that the technique of polytonality was not unusual for Britten’s time, and 

considering his colossal stature as a composer during his lifetime, it makes sense that he 

would display some compositional affiliation with his contemporaries. As Dmitri 

Tymoczko states in his A Geometry of Music, “Many of Prokofiev’s pieces… make free 

use of accidentals without attempting to stay within a single scale for very long. 

Similarly, composers such as Stravinsky, Milhaud, Bartók, and Shostakovich explored 

polytonal textures in which familiar musical materials are superimposed, creating the 

effect of clashing keys.” 48 

Since the weighty content of Phrase 6 has now been established, it is perhaps time 

to revisit the question that was posed earlier about why Britten tends to contract melodic 

motion heard in the Dowland as P4ths and P5ths into tri-tones. The obvious answer would 

be that he is using octatonic and whole tone sonorities, both of which feature tri-tones in 

abundance, or that they are essentially just byproducts of bitonality; as a consequence, the 

intervals are determined through the compositional process. But certainly Britten was 

aware of this, and was capable of keeping the perfect intervals intact if his ear so desired, 

or if he simply did not feel like being a servant to process. I assert the real reason for 

contracting the P4ths and 5ths elsewhere in Musingly is so that the descending P4th motive 

featured so prominently in the top voice of Phrase 6 stands out. Indeed, this P4th
 is used 

as one of the primary motives in developing the other variations that comprise the 

Nocturnal, revealing itself in the quartal harmony that pervades some of the inner 

variations (such as Restless and March-like), as an important signifier of triadic harmony 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
48 Dmitri Tymoczko, A Geometry of Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 189. 
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when Phrase 6 is developed throughout, and as an extensive melodic germ in the 

Passacaglia. 

Further study of the additional variations comprising the Nocturnal would 

certainly yield many surprises, but a thorough investigation of the musical syntax, 

construction, and sonic effect exhibited by Musingly alone suggests that the work is 

substantial enough to be considered one of the guitar repertoire’s finest, at least from an 

analytical perspective. Of course, the point that the various compositional strategies and 

devices Britten uses to such great affect are rendered on the guitar should not be 

overlooked, as in this example we clearly see that the instrument is both versatile and 

nuanced enough to support elegant musical structures. Among the many attributes that 

make the work speak so well on the instrument are Britten’s embrace of a more sparsely 

textured musical surface (as opposed to the chord rich textures favored by the romantics) 

and a freer approach to harmony (polytonal and quartal instead of triadic). These 

techniques afford the player more ergonomic physical mobility, and frequently allow the 

instrument to resonate at its maximum expressive potential. 

 
Alberto Ginastera: Sonata for Guitar, Op. 47 

 Alberto Ginastera’s Sonata for Guitar, Op. 47 was commissioned by the Brazilian 

guitarist Carlos Barbosa-Lima and completed in 1976. Mr. Ginastera had the following to 

say about the work:  

 Although I had been encouraged by a number of musicians to compose music for the guitar from 

 the time I was a student, the complexity of the task delayed my creative impulse, in spite of the 

 guitar being the national instrument of my country… When the critics at its premiere received the 

 work as one of the most important ever written for the guitar, as much for its conception as for its 
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 modernism and its unprecedented imaginative use of sound, I thought that I had not waited in vain 

 for several decades to make the attempt… 49 

It is interesting to note Ginastera’s use of the word “complexity.” Although he 

does not elaborate, it seems reasonable to assume that this word was chosen, at least to 

some extent, to refer to the issues raised by Berlioz and mentioned previously. Regardless 

of his initial reservations, Ginastera proved to be amply capable of the task, and the 

Sonata, Op. 47 has since become a staple of the modern guitar repertoire.  

The Sonata is perhaps most notable for three reasons: its infusion of Argentinean 

folk music, its complex harmonic conception, and Ginastera’s seeming ability to exploit 

all the sonic capabilities of the guitar. While the influence of folk music informs the work 

on both structural and foreground levels, the extensive use of different timbres, extended 

techniques, and dramatic rasqueado and tambora effects lend the piece both an inherent 

sense of drama and an extremely colorful surface. In his excellent essay “Alberto 

Ginastera’s Use of Argentine Folk Elements in the Sonata for Guitar, Op. 47,” Mark 

Grover Basinski catalogs the use of two distinct types of Argentinean folk music in 

extensive detail, tracing the influence of both andino and criollo musical traditions 

throughout the work.50 Regarding the harmonic language of the piece, he goes on to say:  

 The harmonic elements employed in the Sonata for Guitar are also typical of Ginastera’s mature 

 works. His neo-expressionist idiom is typified by a very free and expressive atonality. Extensive 

 use is made of quartal harmony, which may have been partly inspired by the tuning of the guitar. 

 Ginastera also incorporates dodecaphonic procedures in a very free and unconstrained way, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
49 Alberto Ginastera, prefatory notes to Sonata for Guitar, Op. 47 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, Inc., 
1978). 
50 Mark Grover Basinski, Alberto Ginastera’s Use of Argentine Folk Elements in the Sonata for Guitar, 
Op. 47 (University of Arizona dissertation: 1994), 13. Basinski describes “andino” folk music elements as 
deriving from the northwest mountainous region of Argentina, and “criollo” elements as deriving from the 
“pampas” region (the central grasslands). 
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 avoiding strict serial techniques. Twelve-tone procedures are generally used to create short 

 melodic segments or short blocks of harmony.51 

While the inclusion of so many different techniques and styles is interesting, it is rather 

the seamless way in which Ginastera is able to integrate all these elements that the Sonata 

rightly earns its place of high esteem. The first movement, entitled Esordio, is in itself a 

capsule that clearly demonstrates the wealth of material that Ginastera is able to employ. 

Cast in an A  B A1  B1 form, the movement includes distinct andino and criollo 

folk elements, and also provides a window into the harmonic language that Ginastera 

uses throughout the rest of the work. 

Basinski asserts that the opening of the Sonata, in its use of the strummed open 

strings of the guitar, is specifically reminiscent of criollo folk music. While this influence 

does not seem to be present in the harmonic and melodic material of the opening, he 

suggests that it is rather “the sound” of the guitar — as personified through this open 

string chord — that evokes this tradition, the guitar being an inextricable aspect of criollo 

music in general. In light of the lack of any hard evidence, this assertion may seem to be 

a stretch, but Isabel Aretz, in her book El folklore musical argentino, suggests that criollo 

songs were frequently preceded by a short introduction consisting of strummed chords.52 

Additionally, Basinski cites another folk music derived work by Ginastera in which this 

same exact chord also appears: 

 The guitar itself, being the main instrument of criollo folk music, carries a broad folkloric 

 implication, a certain inevitable history. The sound of the guitar has been a folkloric presence in 

 Ginastera’s music almost from the very beginning. For example, the Malambo, Op. 7 (1940), for 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
51 Basinski, 10. 
52 Isabel Aretz, El folklore musical Argentina (Buenos Aires: Ricordi, 1973), 59. 
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 solo piano, begins with the pitches of the open strings of the guitar, E-A-d-g-b-e’. This is a perfect 

 little intonazione, just as if a guitarist were checking his tuning before beginning the piece.53 

Ginastera himself describes Esordio as “a solemn prelude,” and given this dispensation, it 

does not seem unreasonable to interpret the open-string chords that dominate the A 

section of the work in the manner that Basinski suggests.54 He also draws a strong 

comparison between the “whistling sound” that Ginastera calls for at the end of systems 2 

and 4, and the criollo guitar technique of “placing the palm of the right hand on the face 

of the guitar and sliding very quickly and forcefully, resulting in a loud, high-pitched 

squeak.”55 In the case of Ginastera, the “whistling sound” is created by slightly pinching 

the indicated string between the thumb and middle finger, and then sliding upwards as 

quickly as possible in order to create this same type of sonority (see the end of Example 

3.9). 

If these two distinct traits are indeed features of criollo folk music, the harmonic 

language that Ginastera employs in considerably more abstract. A prevalence of perfect 

4ths seems to be the underlying structural interval of the introductory A section, no doubt 

an extrapolation of the strong 4th sonority of the guitar’s open strings and the other chords 

that begin the work. The A section itself consists of four distinct phrases — each 

successive one a variation of the first. What is interesting is the unique way in which 

Ginastera uses particular intervals to define each phrase variation, and how he 

manipulates these intervals — by expanding and contracting them — to create the overall 

harmonic content of each. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
53 Basinski, 20. 
54 Alberto Ginastera, prefatory notes to Sonata for Guitar. 
55 Basinski, 17. The author cites a personal interview he had with Roberto Aussel, Tucson Arizona, 24 
March 1993, as the source of this information. 
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Each phrase is constructed similarly: a series of four chords, the last of which is 

always the six open strings of the guitar, is followed by a virtuosic arpeggio-like gesture 

which leads to a final chord.56 In extremely simplified terms, it is almost as if the 

incipient chords create an antecedent phrase, while the virtuosic figure that follows 

functions as both a consequent phrase and as an elaborate, almost cadential 

embellishment of the final chord. Example 3.8 shows the opening phrase of the Sonata, 

along with indications regarding its specific intervallic content and movement. These 

indications refer primarily to the top note of each successive chord, as it is from these 

specific notes — and, most importantly, their melodic implications — that the harmony 

acquires its significance.  

 
Example 3.8: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; Phrase 1 (opening)   

 

 
It may be a matter of some subjective speculation, but the third chord in each 

phrase seems to hold a similar, important position. As the chord that always contains the 

highest pitch of the antecedent, its sonority seems to hover, suspended throughout the rest 

of the bar. The return to the open string chord and the ensuing virtuosic gesture seem to 

be a return to a space that has already been discovered, and in a harmonic sense, the 

movement to the final note (or chord) of the phrase merely seems like a ligature 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
56 The exception, of course, is Phrase 1, which ends not on a chord, but on the single high note of Bb. 
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connecting the note of A with the note of B¨. The fact that the last note of the arpeggio 

gesture itself is an A seems further evidence of this interpretation. 

The intervallic motion encompassed in the chordal changes of each phrase shows 

Ginastera expanding the range and register of the harmony in a systematic way. For 

example, the top notes of each chord in Phrase 1 — a sequence of E-F-A-E — forms an 

interval sequence corresponding to the pattern of a minor 2nd (m2) followed by a major 

3rd (M3) and then a descending perfect 4th (P4). Examination of Phrase 2 shows that this 

same pattern has been followed, only each interval has this time been expanded, thus 

creating the interval pattern of a major 2nd (M2) followed by a P4th, and then a 

descending P5th (E-F#-B-E). Incidentally, the interval that connects the third chord with 

the last chord of each phrase also exhibits this same tendency. Whereas the single note A 

in Phrase 1 connects with the final note of Bb by a m2, in Phrase 2, these two 

corresponding chords are connected by a M2.57 

 
Example 3.9: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; Phrase 2 (opening) 

 
 
The interval content of each occurring “virtuosic gesture” is also highly patterned 

and consistent. In Phrase 1, it is dominated purely by P4ths, making the introduction of 

the tritone in Phrase 2 a striking and piquant move (as well as another example of interval 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
57 For the sake of this discussion, octave placement will not be taken into account and interval details will 
be described only in terms of pitch class. 
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expansion!) As I will discuss later, this tritone is an important singular element, and goes 

on to gain even greater significance in the B section of the movement. The rest of the 

gesture in Phrase 2 is defined as a series of alternating 3-note chords, ascending via a 

sequence built on M2nds: the first chord is characterized as a combination of a M3 and a 

M7 from the bottom note, the second as a combination of a M3 and a M6 (or a 1st 

inversion minor triad). The repetition of the note A in the bass creates an insistent pedal 

tone. It is interesting how the M2 interval content of the internal sequential pattern further 

mirrors the M2 that connects the third and last chords. 

Phrase 3 transposes the opening chord sequence up a fifth, and adds further 

intervallic modification. Although we are far from the world of any kind of functional 

tonality, the choice of a P5 for a transposition seems curious — is there some resonant 

ghost of a dominant sonority implied here? Whether or not Ginastera intended such a 

feeling is debatable, but the strength of the note B in the bass of the first two chords, 

followed by the third chord on C (which in itself seems to function as a kind of Phrygian 

embellishment of the previous chords) seems to opaquely suggest such a connection — at 

least sonically speaking — upon returning to the insistent open-string chord based on E. 

This perception is further enhanced by the rather dramatic shift in register the 

transposition requires, and the guitar’s tendency to sound more “intense” (if admittedly 

less resonant) as one travels up the neck of the instrument. The pattern of interval 

expansion seen between Phrase 1 and Phrase 2 does not remain the same here, with the 

exception of the interval that once again connects the third and last chords, which in this 

case, has been expanded to an augmented 2nd.  
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Example 3.10: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; Phrase 3 (opening) 

 

 
 

When examining the arpeggio-like figure, it is interesting to note that the contents 

of Phrase 3 seem to be a combination of the primary elements used in the corresponding 

parts of Phrases 1 and 2. Pairs of harmonic M7ths, presumably derived from the first set of 

3-note chords in Phrase 2, are performed sequentially in a series of melodic, falling P4ths, 

this latter component of the passage reflecting the preponderance of this same interval in 

Phrase 1. The alternation of the notes E and A in the bass register also seems to support 

this idea. The low, open E string resonates freely throughout Phrase 1, but is exchanged 

in Phrase 2 for the low open fifth string of A. Phrase 3 sees these two notes fused 

together in melodic succession, while still performing the same pedal tone-like function. 

Additionally, the rising internal sequence of this gesture once again imitates the same 

interval that connects the third and last chords — the m3 (or +2) — and can be 

interpreted as an intervallic expansion of its respective counterpart in Phrase 2. 

The last phrase of the opening of the Sonata seems to combine the intervallic 

content of all the preceding phrases. The opening chord sequence of Phrase 4, this time 

beginning on Ab, is once again a striking move, and seems to somewhat alleviate the 

increased tension felt by the move to B at the beginning of Phrase 3. This amelioration is 

only temporary, however, as the following move to C on the second chord seems to recall 
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this tension, and then increase it further by moving to C#. Also, in this final phrase, we 

see that the connection between the third and last chords has once again been expanded 

— this time to a P4, the dominant intervallic “building block” of the whole opening 

section.  

 
Example 3.11: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; Phrase 4 (opening) 

 

 
The virtuosic gesture in Phrase 4 is the most complicated one of all, and combines 

the “genetic” interval classes of each of the preceding three phrases. For example, if we 

recall the manifestation of this passage in Phrase 2, we see that the overall sequence was 

built on the interval of a M2nd, but if we “zoom in” one level further, we notice that the 

bottom note of each successive chord rises chromatically by half-step, while the 

individual chords that comprise each sequential pair fall by half step. 

 
Example 3.12: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; Sequence pattern of Phrase 2  

 

 
Example 3.11 shows that this exact same pattern is inherent in the corresponding 

part of Phrase 4, only in this particular case it is cast in an overall descending 
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progression. While the harmonic content of each passage differs significantly, the fact 

that the two patterns mirror each other is undeniable, and certainly reveals a design 

conceit. Regarding the harmony apparent in this section of Phrase 4, it too seems like a 

further expansion (or at least mixture) of the same elements used earlier. In Example 

3.13, I have identified the sequential chords comprising this passage as diminished 7ths, 

which alternate with another more dissonant “super-chord.” This “super-chord” seems to 

embody the distinct intervallic combinations present in each of the preceding passages. 

 
Example 3.13: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; Phrase 4 “super-chord” interpretation 

 
 

Examination of this chord reveals a rather complex harmony, capable of at least 

two different interpretations. In the first case, it appears as an interlocking 

superimposition of two M7ths, separated by a tritone (+4).  When viewed from this 

perspective, it seems to comprise elements of Phrase 3 (the M7 and the 4th). However, the 

augmented 4th is an obvious difference, and hence, it raises a question — is it an 

incorporation of the tritones first heard in Phrase 2, or is it simply another example of 

Ginastera’s “expanding” intervallic content to create new sonorities? A second 

interpretation shows the chord to be two distinct tritone pairs, separated by a P4th. In this 

latter case, the chord may be still be described as containing elements of the previous two 

phrases, the tritone once again on loan from Phrase 2, the P4th being borrowed from the 

melodic interval connecting the M7ths in Phrase 3. As briefly mentioned above, it is 

curious to note that the other chords involved in this sequence are full-fledged diminished 
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7th chords, although given their context, they certainly do not behave this way, as their 

usually poignant and distinctive sonority is mitigated by the general, surrounding 

dissonance of the harmony. In the penultimate gesture of Phrase 4, another sequential 

episode — this one featuring groups of falling M3rds that are themselves separated by 

P4ths — seems to lend confirmation to the ideas that the movement is both deeply rooted 

in the sound of quartal harmony, and that intervallic expansion and contraction generate 

both melodic and harmonic variety. 

The B section of Esordio is somewhat more restrained in character. Once again, 

the influence of Argentinean folk music is felt, but in contrast to the A section, the folk 

elements introduced here have their roots in the andino tradition. Ginastera himself 

describes the B section as “a song which was inspired by Kecua music,”58 “Kecua” being 

a derivative name for the Quechua Indian tribe, who are indigenous to the mountainous, 

northwest region of Argentina.59 Basinski goes on to cite two specific andino influences 

in this passage: the baguala, a song in a slow tempo, usually accompanied by a simple 

drum-like accompaniment; and the vidala, another type of andino song that displays a 

tendency towards ternary, dotted rhythms, and the use of the raised 4th scale degree as a 

defining melodic characteristic.60 (One may recall the introduction of the tritone interval 

in Phrase 2 of the opening of the work, and the remark that this interval would be 

significant in the B section). Consequently, it seems plausible to conjecture that the use of 

this distinct interval in the preceding section functions as a kind of “foreshadowing” of its 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Alberto Ginastera, prefatory notes to Sonata for Guitar. 
59 Basinski, 34. 
60 Basinski, 34. 
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return in B, where it becomes the melodic focal point of the Kecua folk song that 

Ginastera employs. 

 
Example 3.14: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; B Section, Phrase 1 

 
 

In Example 3.14, the drum-like effect of the tambura passage is, as Basinski 

suggests, yet another manifestation of andino folk music (specifically the vidala), as is 

the stepwise decent of the melody in mm. 3 to its final cadence in mm. 4.61 The second 

phrase of the B section, show in Example 3.15, repeats this same melodic gesture with a 

slightly varied harmonic accompaniment, and then again at a transposition of a P5th. The 

salient harmonic feature of both passages is, with some mild exceptions, the continued 

use of chords built on 4ths, both in “perfect” and “augmented” varieties, and the fact that 

the notes of the chords within each phrase form a 12-tone aggregate when combined. 

 
Example 3.15: Ginastera; Sonata, Op. 47, Esordio; B Section, Phrase 2  

 
 

The A1 and B1 sections that complete Esordio are formally much smaller than 

their corresponding precedents, but feature the same respective techniques, if in 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
61 Basinski, 29 and 34. 
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somewhat modified variation form. Incidentally, in spite of the contrast and variety 

displayed in the remaining three movements of the Sonata — Scherzo, Canto, and Finale 

— one can easily discern a consistent use of these same elements: the influence of folk 

music, a predilection towards quartal harmony, and a penchant for discovering unique 

sonorities and timbres.  

In discussing Esordio and the compositional techniques that seem to have been 

employed in its creation, I have merely touched on the surface of what is undoubtedly an 

expansive and rich musical creation. Further examination of the piece would do well to 

consider the myriad, uniquely guitaristic extended techniques Ginastera employs, and the 

value that they add to the expressive nature of the music: the wild glissandi and 

tremolandi of the Scherzo, and the specifically ingenuous use of rasgueado and tambura 

in the Finale, to name just a few. While I in no way wish for my neglect of these issues to 

be interpreted as a sign of my deeming them unimportant, I nevertheless feel that these 

elements are somewhat superficial (if no less an important part of its gestalt), and 

consequently, not directly responsible for the gravitas that I feel is inherent in this work. 

While the “exterior” of the piece is undeniably beautiful, it is the consistent, thoughtful 

use of musical language; its intricacies; and interconnectedness that make the Sonata 

such a substantial work, and that successfully unifies its four movements into a strong, 

cohesive artistic statement. 

 Additionally, it’s important to consider that almost all of these points would be 

moot if it weren’t for the success of the work on the instrument. While a challenging and 

virtuosic piece in the purest sense, Ginastera has found a way to bring a variety of rich 

sonorities out of the guitar. The insistent use of quartal harmony and frequent open 
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strings ensures that most of the fully voiced chords and sequences he writes will sound 

with power and resonance when necessary. Furthermore, as the passages and chord 

shapes map so idiomatically onto the instrument, it is possible for the performer to play 

the music with minimal risk of incurring holes or gaps in the texture due to awkward 

shifts or impractical fingerings. 

As discussed previously and throughout this essay, it is exactly these musical 

strengths and subtleties that have typically been lacking in much of the guitar repertoire, 

whereas pieces that contain many of the superficial “bells and whistles” of gratuitous 

virtuosity are in no short supply. Consequently, my examination of this work is intended 

to reveal that the guitar is, as a medium of artistic expression, capable of accommodating 

and expressing a wide variety of ideas — both intellectually refined and viscerally 

effective — into a synergistically reconciled whole. 

 
Luciano Berio: Sequenza XI 

Luciano Berio’s Sequenza XI, completed in February 1988 for the guitarist Eliot 

Fisk, is a towering work in the modern guitar repertory, as much for its virtuosity as for 

its unique idiomatic rendering on the guitar of a highly complex and abstract musical 

language. In spite of this abstraction, however, the work draws upon a deep harmonic 

conception and maintains a rich, colorful façade, both of which contribute to its impact as 

a dramatic and highly effective work. A single movement lasting approximately fifteen 

minutes, it shares common ground with the other thirteen pieces comprising the 

composer’s famous Sequenza series, namely in its attempt to engage virtuosic technique 
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while still remaining idiomatic to the particular instrument for which it was composed.62 

It is interesting that the Sequenza XI should appear so late in Berio’s oeuvre. Given the 

technical complexities of the guitar alluded to throughout this essay, and the fact that two 

of the last three works in the Sequenza series (XII and XIII for bassoon and accordion, 

respectively) represent instruments at least equal to the guitar in their inherent 

idiosyncrasies, one may be tempted to infer that like Ginastera, Berio was not ready to 

reconcile with these difficulties until later in his life. Alternatively — and in keeping with 

the more pedestrian aspect of the guitar’s place in classical music — perhaps he simply 

turned to it only after the supply of more standard, conventional instruments had been 

exhausted! 

Regardless of Berio’s creative motivations, the Sequenza XI is nonetheless 

remarkable. The overall sonic fabric of the piece at first seems endless in its fractal-like 

intricacies, but it is still easy to discern a few basic, motivic “elements.” If we use the 

science of chemistry as a metaphor, we could say that these “elements” then combine to 

create more complex “compounds,” which in turn join with one another like links in a 

chain to create the subsequently larger episodes and formal divisions of the piece. It is the 

different combinations and temporal juxtapositions of these basic elements that lend the 

piece its enormous textural and dramatic variety while still allowing it to remain a 

convincing and cohesive totality.  

The Sequenza XI seems to consist of three primary elements, as shown in 

Examples 3.16a–3.16c. While there are certainly many more characteristic motives and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
62 Rossana Dalmonte and Bálint András Varga, Luciano Berio: Two Interviews, trans. and ed. David 
Osmond-Smith (New York, Marion Boyars Publishers, 2000) 90-99. 
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sonorities infused throughout the work, I perceive these other “compounds” as being 

variations, or derivatives of these three “primary elements.”  

 
 
Example 3.16a: Berio; Sequenza XI; “Element A,” passage 1.1–1.263 

 

 
The first of the primary elements begins the work, and is identified chiefly by its 

vertical, chordal composition. It is further defined by its own specific harmonic identity, 

which relies heavily on the use of the guitar’s open strings, and the rather delicate 

sonority that Berio ascribes to it throughout the piece. Element B, which first occurs at 

1.2, takes this chordal idea and prolongs it linearly through the use of rasgueado, which 

in contrast to Element A is both violent and sonically sustained.  

 
Example 3.16b: Berio; Sequenza XI; “Element B,” passage 1.2–1.3 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
63 As the score to Sequenza XI contains no barlines, locations within the music are given as a combination 
of page and system number. Thus, an indication of 1.2 means page one, second system; 7.4 means page 7, 
fourth system; etc. 
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The last element of the group, first encountered at the end of 1.4, unravels this more 

vertical approach through a rising melodic figure that ends in a filigree-like, three-note 

trill. 

Example 3.16c: Berio; Sequenza XI; “Element C,” passage 1.4 

 

 
Similar to the vertical chords that begin the work, Element C also embodies a 

unique and very specific harmonic function, although a very different one than that which 

is suggested by the chords in Example 3.16a. I will return to this shortly, but the 

harmonic identity of Element C is significant in that it serves as an “alter ego” to the 

harmonic sound world of Element A. The duality that is created is exploited to great 

effect throughout Sequenza XI, and is in large part responsible for the range of contrast 

inherent throughout the work. 

Finally, regarding these fundamental elements, it is worth considering that 

Elements A and C can each be distilled down into two smaller constituent “units,” and in 

both cases, one of these units seems to be imbued with a “transitional” quality. In the case 

of Element A, the chords that are performed tambura — and the soft percussive effect 

that results — seem to bridge the general world of Element A with the percussive 

rasgueado effect that characterizes Element B. For Element C, the transitional unit is the 

ascending figure that leads to the three-note trill. Given its arpeggio-like construction, it 

can easily be interpreted as a linear “unfolding” of the previous elements’ more vertical 

quality. This type of interplay between elements is visible throughout the opening of the 
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piece, where all three of these elements first appear, connected by their transitional 

“units.”  

In addition to these fundamental motives, there are numerous other sonic events 

that assert their importance through the use of repetition, and which can best be described 

as a “fusion” of these initial elements. Among these are the single note rasgueado and 

Bartók pizzicato figures that are followed by rich chords, used extensively in the section 

from 2.5–3.2 and illustrated in Example 3.17.  

 
Example 3.17: Berio; Sequenza XI; “fusion” of Elements B and A, passage 2.5–3.2 

 

 
Naturally, this small device seems to draw from the rasgueado quality of Element 

B and the more chordal sonority of Element A, with other instances following soon after. 

For example, in 3.6–3.7, Berio writes a linear melodic fragment that alternates between 

three chromatic notes (similar to C) but embeds them in a single-note rasgueado texture 

(similar to B).  

 
Example 3.18: Berio; Sequenza XI; “fusion” of Elements B and C, passage 3.6-3.7 
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Additionally, the extensive use of tremolo throughout the section lasting from 

4.1–5.4 embodies these same qualities: the repeated note of the tremolo echoes the 

repetition inherent in the rasgueado of Element B, while the bottom “accompaniment 

voice” carries over the harmonic element from the ascending figure of Element C (see 

Example 3.22).64 

Regarding the harmonic language of the Sequenza XI, it can be parsed largely into 

two specific and contrasting dialects: the first is characterized as being somewhat lush 

and quasi-tonal, and centered around the open string pitches of the guitar. This is, 

incidentally, the salient harmonic feature of Element A. The other is derived from a 

twelve-tone set divided into two distinct hexachords. This approach is manifested in the 

harmonic construction of Element C. Paul Roberts, in his essay on Berio’s Chemins 

series, describes the harmonic world of Sequenza XI: 

 The innate sense of tonality that emanates from the resonance of the guitar’s open strings — and 

 which has therefore always conditioned its use — was seen by Berio as the ‘damnation’ of the 

 instrument. Naturally viewed in a positive way, this was a feature to be exploited. Thus Berio 

 devised a harmonic scheme that draws on tonal references inherent in the instrument, together 

 with a more complex, distant harmony, using a dodecaphonic series consisting of six tritones used 

 in conjunction with each of the open strings. This creates a very rich harmonic sound-world… The 

 duality of the harmony (tonal–non-tonal) is reflected in the application of a contrasting series of 

 playing techniques, derived from flamenco and classical guitar techniques.65 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
64 The use of the term tremolo, both here and in the context of classical guitar music in general, usually 
refers to the rapid execution of the same note with the right hand fingers. Often, the right hand thumb plays 
an additional voice underneath the tremolo line to create a counter-melody or accompaniment figure.  
65 Paul Roberts, “The Chemins Series,” in Berio’s Sequenzas, ed. Janet K. Halfyard (Hampshire: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 2007), 130. Berio’s Chemins series is a group of works for solo instrument and 
orchestra/ensemble that use the Sequenzas as their point of departure. In the applied citation, Roberts is 
discussing Sequenza XI — and its inherent harmonic language — within the context of Chemins V, the 
work in the series that uses the guitar and is based upon Sequenza XI. 
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Regarding the two hexachords comprising the dodecaphonic aggregate, they are each 

notable for their intervallic construction, which relies heavily on both the tritone and the 

perfect 4th.66 In his excellent essay “A Polyphonic Way of Listening In and Out of Focus: 

Berio’s Sequenza XI for Guitar,” Mark D. Porcaro illustrates each of these distinct 

hexachords, and reveals the underlying intervallic construction that makes them unique.67 

 
Example 3.19a: Berio, Sequenza XI, Hexachord A  

 

 
Example 3.19b: Berio, Sequenza XI, Hexachord B 

 

  
Previously, I asserted that Element C contained its own unique harmonic identity. 

Indeed, one will notice upon examination of this figure (Example 3.16c) that it 

specifically embodies Hexachord A, illustrated in Example 3.19a. It is worth noting that 

these two hexachords often appear in their relative distinct sets, but Berio will often 

borrow one or two notes from the other set “in order to blur the boundary ever so slightly 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
66 For the sake of the following discussion, intervallic inversions are treated as equals, so a P4th = a P5th, a 
m3rd = a M6th, etc. 
67 Mark D. Porcaro, “A Polyphonic Way of Listening In and Out of Focus: Berio’s Sequenza XI for Guitar” 
in Berio’s Sequenzas, ed. Janet K. Halfyard, (Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2007), 266. 
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between the two hexachords.”68 For example, beginning in the middle of 1.5, what begins 

as a statement of Hexachord A is infused with the note E, a member of Hexachord B. 

This, in turn, is followed by a complete statement of Hexachord B, which then descends 

through a passage containing notes from both collections. 

 
Example 3.20: Berio; Sequenza XI; hexachord mixture, passage 1.5 

 

 
I also stated earlier that the tremolo section beginning in 4.1 combined traces of 

Element B with the harmonic resonance of Element C. Nowhere throughout the section is 

this more apparent than in the brief episode which begins at the end of 4.5 and proceeds 

through 4.6. Here, we see two distinct iterations of these hexachords in the lower voice, 

pitted against the note G, the open third string of the guitar. 

 
Example 3.21: Berio; Sequenza XI; hexachords in context, passage 4.5–4.6 

 

Consequently, given the fact that Element C contains the first manifestation of 

this specific use of dodecaphonic harmony, and that this harmony manifests itself 

prominently throughout the work through its linear identity, it seems that most all of the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
68 Porcaro, 265. 
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more “melodic” sequences in Sequenza XI can be traced, at least to some extent, to this 

specific element. 

As stated earlier, the harmonic treatment of Element A is derived largely from the 

open string sonority of the guitar. A kind of far-flung tonality seems almost audible, 

although it is admittedly abstracted to a great degree. If the passage is parsed in terms of a 

somewhat more conventional tonal language, the harmonic content of Element A seems 

to reside somewhere within the confines of E minor, a key strongly suggested by the 

guitar’s open strings. This idea is further supported by the almost exclusive use of notes 

contained in the E minor mode throughout the section, the one exception being the Fn that 

occurs towards the end. 

 
Example 3.22: Berio, Sequenza XI, implied E minor collection of Element A 

 

 

 
The note E, which is the lowest open string of the guitar and the bass tone of the opening 

chord of the work, is the dominant note throughout Element A, and soon asserts itself in 

the upper tessitura, where its registrable solitude imbues it with even greater significance.  

Concurrently, the notes of Eb and D# that pervade the passage can be said to serve — in a 

sense — like a leading tones to E. This seems most apparent in the opening, when the 

fifth chord of the work, containing an Eb, moves to the sixth chord containing the En.  
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Example 3.23: Berio; Sequenza XI; “tonicization” of En, opening chords at 1.1 

 

 
As stated above, the effect inherent in this passage is enhanced by the fact that the 

tonicized En is now in a new, upper octave, leading the ear to perceive it as the 

“resolution” while simultaneously depriving the Eb that occurs in the bottom of the chord 

of its previous “leading tone” tendency. Instead, it becomes subsumed and ultimately 

dissolved in the surrounding diatonic, minor mode sonority.69 

This also seems apparent later in the passage, although in this latter case, the En is 

present in both chords, and suggests a sort of “pedal tone” in the upper tessitura that 

creates friction with the D# in the bass. Although certainly not a resolution in the 

conventional sense, the movement of D# to Dn in the following chord, and the relatively 

stable sound of the resulting harmony, leads one to believe that the E has been properly 

contextualized. 

 

 

 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
69 The use of the word “tonicization,” with all that it implies, should not be taken too literally in this 
context. A word like “tonalization” might be more appropriate, as it suggests a strong sense of tonality 
without denoting a definitive tonic/dominant relationship. 
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Example 3.24: Berio; Sequenza XI; “more tonicization” of E, opening chords at 1.2 

 

 
In a final gesture of conjecture, the low F that jumps up to the cluster at the end of the 

phrase also seems to carry a significant hint of conventional tonality, in that it seems to 

tonicize the F#! 

The use of conventional tonal language to describe the opening of the Sequenza 

XI is perhaps somewhat controversial, but I nevertheless “feel” the inherent pull of these 

voice leading tendencies upon hearing the work. This illusion (if it may indeed be called 

as such) is further supported by the fact that all of the chords that comprise the Element A 

are bound together either by common tones, or their use of open strings. As Porcaro 

states: 

 When one chord moves to another in this section, Berio retains almost always three common 

 tones and/or three open strings. In fact, this section never employs chords that do not contain at 

 least one open string. Although the guitar can perform six-voice chords that do not use open 

 strings, Berio never uses such chords. Because of this every chord, whether four or six voices, 

 shares at least one common tone with every other chord… 

  Berio’s concern for logical voice leading is evident mainly in the inner voices where 

 one traditionally looks for well thought-out voice leading.70 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
70 Porcaro, 261. 



103 

Although the two approaches to harmony in Sequenza XI are unique relative to 

one another, it is worth noting that from an intervallic perspective, they share many 

things in common. As Roberts asserts above, the intervals formed by the guitar’s open 

strings — mostly P4ths with a M3rd between the third and second strings — is reflected in 

the intervallic makeup of the two hexachords, specifically in the relationships C©F© and 

CªFª in Hexachord A, and the EG© and DA in Hexachord B (Examples 3.19a–

3.19b). The primary difference between the two approaches, at least from a theoretical 

standpoint, seems to be in the suffusion of tritones that permeate both hexachords, but a 

precursory examination of the passage comprising Element A shows that these chords are 

also rife with tritones. Consequently, it seems that instead of forging two completely 

separate harmonic worlds, Berio has actually found a way to exploit two different facets 

of the same one — much like night and day. As Porcaro states, “The augmented fourth, 

or tritone, acts as ‘the passport between the two far-flung harmonic territories’ of the 

perfect fourth tuning of the guitar and a ‘different’ harmony of Berio’s design.”71 

Additionally, and as a consequence of their shared similarities, the two different 

harmonic worlds Berio constructs in Sequenza XI seem to play off one another, and 

further serve to enhance the work’s overall formal unity while providing the necessary 

contrast required to make it both vibrant and engaging. 

 

Harmonic Threads and “Little Worlds” 

The interest that the major composers of the 20th century began to take in the 

guitar — at the prodding of Segovia, Bream, Barbosa-Lima, Fisk, and many others — 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
71 Porcaro, 259. The embedded quotations are Berio’s own words as Porcaro cites them from: Berio, 
Luciano, Sequenzas, (Deutsche Grammophon, 1998), CD liner notes, 20. 
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vastly expanded the quality of repertoire for the instrument. This may seem a subjective 

assessment, and some will undoubtedly disagree, but in determining the degree of quality 

exhibited in these works, one must consider the extent to which the relative state of the 

art is reflected in them. In the pieces of Britten, Ginastera, and Berio, we see 

compositional techniques employed on the guitar — local, formal, melodic, and harmonic 

— that one would certainly encounter in the larger works of these same composers and 

their contemporaries, whether for solo piano or symphony orchestra. Obviously, the 

guitar’s maturation during the 20th century is as much a consequence of its design as it is 

the composers who were writing for it: the rise of bitonality and atonality unlocked and 

expanded a world of possibilities on the instrument for which it is well-suited. For the 

first time, the guitar could flexibly conform to and accommodate the evolving musical 

language of the time, given some knowledge on the part of the composer. This is in stark 

contrast to the 19th century, when formal expansion dictated by complex triadic harmony 

(as exhibited by Beethoven and others) could scarcely be realized on the instrument. 

 It is perhaps beneficial at this time to once again revisit the quote of Eliot Fisk 

that has become a trope throughout this essay — his comment pertaining to the difficulty 

inherent in transcribing much 19th century music for other instruments to the guitar, and 

its various components: transpositions by a 5th, mediant modulations, and extreme sharp 

and flat key signatures.72 When considering the works presented in this chapter, 

especially regarding their respective harmonic content, one must notice that they all share 

a similar harmonic thread — preponderance for the interval of a perfect 4th.73 It is worth 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
72 Tosone, 42. See page 21 of this essay to review the particular quote in context. 
73 Musingly, the first movement of Britten’s Nocturnal, admittedly does not emphatically exhibit this trait, 
however, inspection of the other movements comprising the work show that the P4th figures heavily in its 
harmonic conception. 
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considering how this interval comes into play specifically on the guitar, as the instrument 

is largely tuned in 4ths. While the various syntactical and developmental techniques that 

each of these composers employ are enough to show discriminating compositional minds 

at work, it is the resulting sound of the music that makes their work so effective. In this 

context, it could be argued that the tendency toward this specific interval on the guitar 

contributes greatly to the music’s resultant resonant quality, its overall impression, and is 

in some part responsible for its enduring high cultural esteem.   

 I once performed a solo classical guitar concert, after which a friend commented: 

“When you start, it sounds so quiet, but once you get used to it, it seems to inhabit its 

own little world!” He was, of course, referring to the guitar, and the more immediate 

sonic impressions that it made on him as a listener. The anecdote is important, as it 

illustrates a salient point. Although the instrument may be limited in its volume 

producing capacity — and although it does provide a wealth of various challenges to 

performers and composers alike — it is nonetheless an expressive vehicle capable of 

extraordinary diversity and nuance. If these traits seem lacking in much of the 19th 

century guitar repertoire, this same criticism cannot be made so easily for much of the 

repertoire that comes of age in the 20th. Certainly not all guitar pieces written in more 

recent times have risen to the level of “great works,” indeed, much modern guitar music 

continues to fall short of the thin line that distinguishes “high quality” pieces from 

mediocrity, but the same fate could easily be said of any new repertoire for any 

instrument or performing force. 

 The three pieces presented in this chapter were chosen because of their enduring 

popularity among both performers and scholars, and although my discussions are fixated 
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primarily on one particular fragment of each piece (Musingly from the Nocturnal, 

Esordio from Ginastera’s Sonata, and a fairly cursory take on the Sequenza) the fact that 

so much can be said about such relatively small excerpts speaks volumes about the 

inherent “little world” that exists within each of them. Each piece is sufficient enough in 

content to warrant further analytical study, of course, but as in Chapter 2, I believe that 

the details discussed in each devoted component of this preceding chapter are sufficiently 

adequate to illustrate the guitar’s ability to accommodate and adapt to the highest creative 

aspirations and demands of the composers herein represented. Of course, the credit for 

the work goes to the composers themselves rather than to the instrument, which does 

little more than provide an apparatus from which composers draw forth their own artistic 

inventions. Nonetheless, considering the fact that the guitar has often been considered to 

be lacking in such expressive and creative resources, it seems appropriate to clearly 

demonstrate the fallacy of such prejudice — a task that these specific works seem to 

accomplish with ease. 
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Chapter 4: Epilogue 

 
 “Whenever serious art loses track of its roots in the vernacular, then it begins to 

 atrophy.”74 

 —John Adams 

  
Revolution, Take 2 

 In Chapter 1, I recounted a quote by Craig H. Russell, who asserted that the 

chordal and vertical approach to music engendered by the guitar in the early 17th century 

was a harbinger of a radical shift in approach to music composition.75 The significance of 

this change — described in its simplest terms as a shift in emphasis from polyphony to 

harmony as the core structural concept in the creation of music — would mark one of the 

single biggest advancements in musical thought and culture, one whose repercussions are 

still being felt today.  

 In light of this — and the fact that history is said to repeat itself — it is perhaps 

not so surprising that the guitar would once again find itself in the middle of a musical 

revolution in the 20th century. While stylistic diversity could be considered a hallmark of 

music in more contemporary times — with each successive genre of music displaying 

exponential numbers of fractured sub-genres — few could disagree that the 

“electrification” of music, and all that such a concept entails, would be the watershed 

event that would once again forever change the role that music played in contemporary 

society. While the invention of the microphone was perhaps the first fundamental 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
74 www.boosey.com. Accessed January 9, 2011. The quote was part of a composer “blurb” window and 
seemed particularly appropriate, given the content of this chapter. 
75 Russell, 153. See page 4 of this essay to review the particular quote in context. 
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machine required to initiate this transition,76 it did not take long for the guitar to find its 

place among this rapidly growing revolution. 

 While the invention of the electric guitar in the early 1930s was no doubt an agent 

of change for a variety of different musical styles, perhaps the most significant 

consequence of its influence could be felt in the invention and development of rock 

music. In light of the many lowbrow cultural associations the guitar has been associated 

with throughout its history, it is worth noting that at the time of its birth in the 1950s, 

rock and roll was perhaps considered the “lowest of the low.” Tim Brookes recounts the 

commentary of one well-established Nashville session guitarist — one who was no doubt 

more attuned to playing and recording the “country-western” repertoire that was 

especially popular among the rural white class at the time — with the following:  “Rock 

and roll, that’s the lowest… You feel like a prostitute doing those types of dates. You 

come in there, and you’re playing garbage, and you know that man’s out to make money 

and he’s selling crap to the teen market. That’s probably the lowest form, the worst 

music.”77 With specific regards to the guitar and the role it played in the beginning of the 

“age of rock,” Brookes goes on to assert: 

Rock and roll was about black music and white rural music finding an audience in white urban 

teenagers, but the resistance to the guitar in particular was based on class rather than on race 

prejudice. Rockers like Elvis, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins were viewed — not only in the 

North — as white trash, and the fact that many of them were playing guitars only added to the 

evidence that they were no better than hillbillies.78  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
76 A distinction should be made between the first recording devices. The phonograph cylinder, invented by 
Tomas Edison in the late 19th century, was a mechanical device, whereas electrical recording came to 
prominence in the 1920s.  
77 Brookes, 166. 
78 Brookes, 176-177. 
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White trash, hillbillies, charlatans and saltimbanques — whatever one wishes to call 

them — the fevered frenzy that would mark the advent of the “age of rock” had begun, 

and the pantheon of famous, globally iconic artists that followed in it its wake, for the 

most part, all tended to gravitate towards playing the same instrument.  

  
A Reflection on the Present 

 In spite of its proletarian roots, the influence of rock music in the classical world 

is slowly becoming manifest as the wheel of progress roll forward. In as far as this is a 

“revolution,” one must consider the minimalist movement of the late 60s and early 70s to 

have been a Trojan Horse of sorts, ushering a new approach into the prevailing modernist 

aesthetic that had dominated much of classical music since the 1920s. Minimalism, with 

its steady, insistent pulse, relatively simple harmonic conception, and relentless 

repetition, was both a world away from rock and yet, by virtue of its defining 

characteristics, connected to it on some deep, fundamental level. Furthermore, the 

insistence of minimalist composers on bucking the system of established ensembles and 

orchestras in favor of forming their own ensembles, more closely resembled the 3-, 4-, 

and 5-piece combo bands sprouting up all over the country, driven in no small part by the 

popularity of rock and roll and the electric guitar.  

 It is in the following generation, however, that we begin to see the electric guitar 

asserted even more aggressively. The composers and performers who were born in the 

1950s, and who grew up on a steady diet of rock music and the cultural energy it 

produced have now matured, and use the electric guitar and reference rock and roll 

almost more out of necessity than out of choice. As this essay has focused almost 

exclusively on the classical guitar, one may be provoked to ask what relevance the latter 
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has in a contemporary musical world that seems poised to embrace the electric guitar and 

the rock traditions it symbolizes. After all, the classical guitar seems to have little in 

common with its electron-steroid cousin. While I recognize that there is a sharp divide 

between the traditions of classical and electric guitar playing, in terms of technique, 

repertoire, and musical context, I also believe they are deeply connected. The electric 

guitar, invented primarily as a way for the guitar to be used in conjunction with other 

instruments that would otherwise overpower it, most likely would never have been 

conceived of were it not for the popularity of the guitar in general, which has seemingly 

never waned since it was invented in medieval times.  

 Concerning the electric guitar and the perceived divide between it and its relative, 

the classical guitar, one need only to look at the present state of affairs to see that this gap 

is to some extent closing, or perhaps not even that wide to begin with. Young people who 

have grown up on a steady diet of rock music and the electric guitar are turning in droves 

towards the study of the classical guitar once they enter college. From the other side, 

guitarists who studied classical guitar throughout college and even graduate school are 

often turning towards playing the electric guitar once they leave the conservatory and 

encounter the reality of making a life in music. Younger composers are eager to 

capitalize on the symbolic significance of the electric guitar, in addition to writing for a 

sonically diverse instrument with which they feel a close cultural (and perhaps even 

nostalgic) bond. Since the electric guitar carries no serious acoustical impediments that 

cannot at least theoretically be overcome, they see no reason why the instrument should 

not be included in more standard, classical music contexts.  
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 Meanwhile, the classical guitar, in spite of its inherent challenges, continues to 

flourish, with organizations, foundations, and festivals all over the world dedicated to its 

preservation, promotion, and growth. The same cannot be said for virtually any other 

instrument, including the piano and the violin, two instruments whose popularity perhaps 

most closely approaches — but still falls far short — of the guitar. The charm first 

extolled by Berlioz continues to be a part of the instrument’s character, and in this 

author’s experience, people everywhere continue to be fascinated and fulfilled on hearing 

great music played well upon the instrument. All these circumstances lead to more music 

being written, and perhaps even ultimately, the final reconciliation between an instrument 

whose time has come and an established cultural institution that has thus far kept it at a 

distance.  
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