
ADÈS' ‘ARCADIANA’
THE LANGUAGE OF ALLUSION

SUNNY KNABLE



THOMAS ADÈS  
(B. 1971, LONDON)

-piano prodigy 

-composer/conductor 

-assurance of style/technique 

-affinity for Ives & Janáček 

-textures of Ligeti & Nancarrow 
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MUSICAL TRAITS

STYLISTIC TRAITS IN ADÈS

-layers of texture 

-functional tonality 

-polymeter vs. rhythmic unison 

-timbral diversity, advanced techniques 

-extra-musical references 

-allusions 
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ADÈS ‘ARCADIANA’ (1994)
▸ commissioned by Endellion Quartet; 1998, it won the Elise L. Stoeger Prize 

▸ 6/7 movement dealing with vanished/vanishing idylls 

▸ odd numbers are aquatic
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ADÈS ‘ARCADIANA’ (1994)
▸ commissioned by Endellion Quartet; 1998, it won the Elise L. Stoeger Prize 

▸ 6/7 movement dealing with vanished/vanishing idylls 

▸ odd numbers are aquatic

▸ I. Venezia notturno  

▸ II. Das klinget so herrlich, das klinget so schön  

▸ III. Auf dem Wasser zu singen  

▸ IV. Et… (tango mortale)  

▸ V. L’Embarquement 

▸ VI. O Albion  

▸ VII. Lethe
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▸ Adès, Full of Noises, 2012:  

“I can now access more immediately the metaphorical implications of 
a note or two notes, without the need for an image or a picture, 
whereas in the past, the metaphorical freight was expressed in a title 
or an idea… I couldn’t see any reason not to quote heavily when it 
came to me… I didn’t know you weren’t supposed to.”  
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▸ Adès, Full of Noises, 2012:  

“I can now access more immediately the metaphorical implications of 
a note or two notes, without the need for an image or a picture, 
whereas in the past, the metaphorical freight was expressed in a title 
or an idea… I couldn’t see any reason not to quote heavily when it 
came to me… I didn’t know you weren’t supposed to.”  

‣ Whitthal, Grove Music Online, 2001: 

“Composers cannot really function without shaking hands with other 
composers… [but] Adès uses allusion 'without any hang-ups.”  



MUSICAL TRAITS

ALLUSION IN ADÈS

▸ Different types of Allusion exhibited in ‘Arcadiana’:

▸ direct quote 

▸ referential 

▸ textual 

▸ visual 

▸ stylistic 

▸ formal 

▸ conceptual



MUSICAL TRAITS

ALLUSION IN ADÈS

▸ Analysis: 

▸ 1) compare/contrast  

▸ 2) operational - John Roeder’s ‘Continuities’ 
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 Consequently, at any given moment – to the extent that the listener
projects many different states and timings of pitch, dynamics and timbre –
music can be heard to present many different kinds of continuity at once.

To clarify these concepts in the interests of assembling a framework for
analysing the temporalities characteristic of postmodern music, Table 1 catalogues
some simple continuities along with the symbols that are employed to denote
them throughout the music examples which follow. Each type of continuity
involves the projection and realisation of a distinct type of percept. Ex. 1
illustrates these using brief but typical excerpts drawn from Adès’s music. The
bracketed information following each cited example denotes recording, track
number and timings keyed to the discography given at the end of this article.

Metric continuity results from the exact realisation of a projected duration.

 

11

 

For instance, the beginning of Ex. 1a (

 

LT

 

: 1, 0:10–0:42, gong part only)
repeatedly projects and realises a dotted-crotchet duration as indicated by the
solid arrow brackets each labelled with the number 6 to signify six semiquavers.
By comparison, quasi-metric continuity obtains when a duration that is not
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I. VENEZIA NOTTURNO

 

128 JOHN ROEDER

© 2006 The Author. Music Analysis, 25/i–ii (2006)
Journal compilation © 2006 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

continuity. The repeated pitch-interval descent of a semitone from root to fifth
between successive dyads supplements the impression of continuity.

The various illustrations introduced so far also draw attention to certain
additional temporal issues that will feature more prominently in the analyses
which follow. To elaborate on this suggestion, wherever there is continuity,
there is also a perception of temporal function – that is, of the contribution that
each moment makes to an unfolding process. At is most basic level, a moment
initiates a continuous process, advances it, or terminates it. The clearer and

Ex. 3a Cyclic transformation embellished with consistent simultaneity structures,
Arcadiana, i, bars 1–5

Ex. 3b Pitch structure
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I. VENEZIA NOTTURNO
▸ Stylistic Allusion: Barcarolle — 6/8, medium tempo 

▸ use of 5th’s in opening 5 measures
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MOVEMENT II

II. DAS KLINGET SO HERRLICH, DAS KLINGET SO SCHÖN 
▸ Direct Quotes: Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte (“The Magic Flute”)
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▸ Direct Quotes: Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte (“The Magic Flute”) 

Monostatos and Slaves:                            

Das klinget so herrlich, das klinget so schön!  

Nie hab' ich so etwas gehört und geseh’n!  

(That sounds so wonderful, that sounds so nice 

I have never heard or seen anything like it!)
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MOVEMENT III

III. AUF DEM WASSER ZU SINGEN  
▸ Textual Allusion: Schubert’s lied Auf dem Wasser zu singen (On the Water to Sing) 

▸ poem by Leopold Graf zu Stollberg 

Amid the shimmering of the mirror-like waters,
The rocking boat glides, swanlike;
Ay, and on the soft-shimmering waters of joy
The soul too, glides away like the boat.
Descending from heaven upon the waters
The evening glow dances around the boat.

Over the tree-tops of the forest in the west
The rosy glow smilingly beams on us.
Under the boughs of the forest in the east
The reeds rustle in the rosy glow.
Joy of heaven and peace of the forest,
The soul breathes in the reddening glow.

Ay, and on dewy pinions vanishes
From me the time spent on the gently rocking waters.
Tomorrow again on shimmering wings
Time will vanish, as it did yesterday and today;
Till I, on higher gleaming pinions,
Myself shall vanish from the changing time.
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“Et in Arcadia ego” Poussin ca. 1627
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IV. ET… (TANGO MORTALE) SIMULTANEOUS CONTINUITIES
CO-OPERATING CONTINUITIES IN THE MUSIC OF ADÈS 137

Music Analysis, 25/i–ii (2006) © 2006 The Author.
Journal compilation © 2006 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

trickle of raindrops down a windowpane, each one rushed or impeded by the
unknowable chaos of surface tension.

As the climax of the Tango in Arcadiana exemplifies (LT: 12, 2:20–245),
extraordinarily rich temporalities may be generated through the conjunction of
distinct continuities (Ex. 9). From bar 35, metre is most strongly projected by

Ex. 9 Multiple incommensurate continuities, Arcadiana, iv, bars 35–40climax - mm. 35-37
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MOVEMENT V

V. L’EMBARQUEMENT FORMAL ALLUSION: Rondo, Minuet/Scherzo and Trio

can be seen as wistful reflection, or memory of life, as we move beyond the torment of 

death to what lies ahead. 

In order to explore the extent to which this movement transformation of the 

picture 'into' music in terms of ekphrastic 'transposition', we need to examine how 

Ades alludes to or transposes aspects of the form and detail of the painting, and the 

visual snapshot of the story, through the use of musical techniques. Ades does this by 

matching the playfulness, elegance and delicacy of the painting by drawing on musical 

techniques typical of the rococo, such as clearly defined short balanced melodic 

phrases; simple melody and accompaniment or light chordal textures. He connects us to 

the time of the painting by making use of rondo form, outlined in Table 7.2. The Trio 

and Scherzo designations are Ades' own; the scherzo, which emerged in the very late 

18th-early 19th century, is an anachronism. 

Table 7.2: Arcadiana, movement V, overview of rondo structure 

Sections 

A 8 Al C 8 1 A3 Coda 
Trio Scherzo 

8ars 

1 - 19 20-31 32-48 49-71 72-80 81-94 94-
11:4 -18:11 109 

Phrases 

AAtBBt C Ct A4A'J B4 B' OO'02I}4 CZ A7 A8 86B7 Fragme 
(A2) Viola Violin Viola solo VIa. Vln. nt 

solo solo solo solo A 10 

(A3) 

Rhythmic and melodic patterns derived from 
section C continue through to the end of the 
movement. 

In terms of 'ekphrastic supplementation', the extent to which the painting is 

supplemented to add dimensions that can only be implied by Watteau, Ades provides an 
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V. L’EMBARQUEMENT
opening 19 measures

FORMAL ALLUSION: Trio and Scherzo, opening 19 measures
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V. L’EMBARQUEMENTEx. 7.7: Arcadiana; movement V, ' L'Embarquement', short score of phrases A and AI , 

bars 1-10 

d · =52 (. = 156) Lonranissimo e lcggicro, quasi tranquillo 
COli sorci. arco 

ppp poss. 
sempre 

-=:::::: = 
Ab7 Fm Ab7 Ab7 Frn b7 Sbm Db7 Gb7 --- Eb 

Db rnlljor 
V7 iii V7 

Ebm Gb7 
(plus Ab) 

ii lV7 

V7 iii V7 

Sbm P 51hs Gb7 

vi IV7 

(susp. F) 
vi 17 IV7 

Ab ( u p.Db) 

- pizzo 

b ( usp. Db) Implied Db7 

V7 17 

/0 

= 
Sbm 

vi 

The introductory one-bar fragment (bar 1), is repeated and then extended 

through repetition and sequence to create a four bar phrase (phrase A bar 3-6). The 

lightness of texture is enhanced as the slurred fragments, within each phra e, are 

released staccato, and phrase endings are coloured with playful slides. Harmonie at thi 

stage reveal a mixture of major and minor chords within a D flat major key centre, and 

gentle dissonance, added in the form of added sevenths and su pen ion that re olve 

through slides, add a touch of poignancy to the passage. Ade make ubtle change to 

the harmonies, through the addition of extra dissonance when thi phra e i repeated (A 

flat taints the first chord of bar 7), and the inclusion of a chord of perfect fifth in bar 8 

to introduce a chord structure favoured by Ades. 

The first section of the movement continues with an upward urge of playful 

quaver and triplet figurations lead into an angular, syncopated melodic line (phra e B), 

using minim and crotchet values, as shown in Ex. 7.8. 

366 

opening 10 measures reduced

FORMAL ALLUSION: Trio and Scherzo, opening 19 measures
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beginning of Scherzo, mm. 72-74
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MOVEMENT VI

VI. O ALBION CONTINUITY

mm. 5-8 of O Albion
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VII. LETHE CONCEPTUAL ALLUSION

Adès, Full of Noises, 2012: 

“Arcadiana... was once played in Hyde Park in London.  I loved 
it because the reality of the music was more apprehensible, 
the piece felt more real, with the traffic going past, the leaves 
rustling, people shouting and playing games in the 
distance… [but] the final movement, ‘Lethe’, seemed 
unnecessary in the open air because we already had around 
us what that movement represents – the things that are 
outside my piece, going on, indifferent to it… ‘Lethe’ 
functions as the sound of a forest in a concert hall.”
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VII. LETHE
opening 3 measures of Lethe

CONCEPTUAL ALLUSION
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A3. Notwithstanding the evident rhythmic discontinuity, the second restate-
ment of this gesture enables one to recognise (from 1:09) that the cello has
been engaged in the repetition of an eleven-pitch series (shown in the centre
of Ex. 12). Each instance of the glissando motive thus appears to resist the
effects of encroaching dissipation by promising a complete repetition of the
series. The sense of temporal rupture is therefore made all the more palpable
and dramatic when, following the third return to A3, the texture changes
abruptly to a slow alternation among all four instruments (1:32), each double-
stopping a single pitch quietissimo. The pitch succession on which they collaborate
is identical to the one which appeared in the first section, yet the revised pace
and mode of presentation now endow it with a new and expressive multiple
temporality. Here the pitches are made to overlap rather than displace one
another. Consequently they begin to coalesce into perfect fifths connected by
concurrent, stepwise voice-leading continuities as indicated by the upper brace
in Ex. 12, a process which transcends the tenuous linear associations previously
projected by the cello in isolation. The stepwise continuity of each voice is
reinforced by occasional metrical or quasi-metrical durational repetitions. A
more encompassing imitative relationship is also established wherein the
middle voice states the entire series of upper-voice intervals <1, 2, –1, –2>;
furthermore the interval succession <–2, 1> is also made to appear at the turning
point of all three voice cycles. Although these canons help to strengthen the
identity of each individual voice, they also mould the texture into a sequence

 

Ex. 12 Pitch succession and multiple continuities, Arcadiana, vii

CONTINUITIES
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