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Example 3–13. Process III, actualized in the previous Example 3–12 by the cello, is now 

transferred to the remaining voices of the string trio. Process II reaches actuality with the 

[5,8] dyad (Quartetto No.3, mm.29–38) 
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The example also shows the moment of actuality of Process II. The viola in mm.36–37 

has a tremolo over the F5 and A♭5, the needed [5,8] ic3-dyad to complement its original [11,2] 

dyad. I mentioned earlier (Example 3–12) that Process II was re-initiated by the piano’s left hand 

in m.23. This is the process being actualized here, and it would seem as if Davidovsky is careful 

to remind the listeners (analysts, the processes themselves) where they stand before reaching a 

structural event. What is interesting about this particular actuality is that it wilts away in the 

following measure. The F5–A♭5 tremolo inverts around the A♭5, respelling the pc(8) as a G♯, 

and gives way to a G♯5–B5 dyad before turning into the major third D5–G♭5 tremolo that ends 

the gesture. This wilting of the ic3P–A process’s actuality is emphasized by the use of glissandos. 

The technique of providing weak actualities in self-perpetuating ic3P–A processes does not seem 

surprising, as it injects the processes with a continuous feeling of incompleteness, and thus 

necessity to restart. This self-perpetuation is essential to the understanding of Davidovsky’s 

musical continuity. Up until now we’ve seen examples of processes that are directed toward their 

particular telos. That is, the force behind the potentiality–actuality type of motion (e.g., the full 

ensemble unison pc(5) in m.66 of Quartetto (No.1) described previously in this chapter). In 

Quartetto No.3 we see an evolution of this technique: shorter processes constantly regenerate, 

even after reaching completeness.  

Example 3–14 below shows mm.59–60. The tremolo returns, and the processes resurface. 

So far their actualities have been achieved in reverse order of their introduction in the piano’s 

right hand in the opening measures: Process III (introduced last in mm.7–8) was actualized first, 

then Process II, and now it is time for Process I. Figure 3–26 summarizes their progress thus far 

within the Tonnetz. 
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Figure 3–26. The three distinct ic3P–A processes reaching their actualities in 

different moments throughout the piece. Process I is still incomplete, as it is missing pc(6). 

The same pc(6) will also complete the large-scale aggregate (Quartetto No.3, mm.1–37) 

 
Figure 3–26 above summarizes where the processes stand before Example 3–14. 

Processes III and II (in that order) have been actualized. It is in m.59 when Process I reaches its 

actuality. This moment is important. As shown in Example 3-14, under the violin’s E♭5–F♯5 

tremolo, the already actualized Processes II and III restart with their original ic3-dyads, [11,2] 

and [7,10] respectively.  
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Example 3–14. Process I reaching actuality, and at the same time Process II and III 

restart (Quartetto No.3, mm.59–60) 

 
 I’ve only shown three instances where these processes return in the piece after their initial 

presentation. There are many more. The purpose of such examples is to demonstrate how the 

icP–A processes can shape short term and long term formal structures, as they can endlessly flow 

in Davidovsky’s polyphony-of-space. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

  
When describing Davidovsky’s musical continuity I borrowed two terms from Aristotle’s 

physics of motion: entelechia and enèrgeia. In the original meaning both refer to forces that 

shape change. Entelechia is an internal force inherent in all changing things, while enèrgeia is an 

external force capable of allowing or impeding a changing thing from actuality becoming what it 

is meant to become. I used both of these terms as metaphors for the music at hand because they 

proved very useful in describing a kind of music stripped from tonal function that yet seems to 

have a very clear direction. The compositional method employed by Davidovsky is indeed filled 

with intention: there is a very precise pre-compositional methodology, rooted in the cyclical and 

symmetrical conception of the aggregate. In my opinion this precise technical process is what 

provides the energy and spark in Davidovsky’s music—its soul, if you will. 

When speaking of souls of musical compositions, we find ourselves in a different 

philosophical world, that of Adorno. Ultimately, I do see my discussion on Davidovsky’s 

technical process as subsidiary to Adorno’s Wahrheitsgehalt.  

Kofi Agawu highlights in his article “How we got out of analysis, and how to get back in 

again” what I find to be an essential feature of analysis: it is “ideally permanently open, […] 

dynamic and on-going […]”.26 What I find valuable in this perspective is that it promotes 

discovery, and what I am particularly interested in (and what Agawu argues to be one of the two 

main benefits of analysis) is the type of discovery that leads to Adorno’s Wahrheitsgehalt, the 

composition’s “truth content.” A centerpiece of Adorno’s aesthetic theory, the “truth content” is 

that which lies beyond the factual level of music, achievable only through a dialectical, 

disclosive and nonpropositional critique. For Adorno, each work of art has a Gehalt fueled by a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Agawu 2004. 
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dialectic between the Inhalt (content) and Form (form). If the analyst fails to grasp the complex 

internal dynamics of the artwork, it will remain misinterpreted. For Agawu, these complex 

internal dynamics are the technique-structure of the music, and it is through its discovery that an 

analyst can hope to uncover the Wahrheitsgehalt. I am not suggesting (nor does Agawu) that 

only uncovering the technique-structure of a composition will reveal its truth content, but 

understanding the complex technicalities of the work will indeed provide the analyst the means 

to potentially reach it. Throughout this dissertation I have defined Davidovsky’s technique-

structure as the internal dynamics of his pitch structures in relationship to musical continuity and 

the formal structure, the potentiality–actuality processes that shape his Quartettos. 

I conclude this dissertation with Adorno (through Agawu) because the task at hand, 

analyzing the music of Mario Davidovsky, has proven a challenge for the few theorists and 

composers who have attempted it. I am not stating that I have been any more successful than my 

predecessors, only that I began the journey with the Wahrheitsgehalt in mind. This led me, 

inevitably and necessarily, to address the technique-structure of Davidovsky’s music.  

There is an important clarification to made be here: for Adorno, the Wahrheitsgehalt of 

an artwork is essentially bound to that particular artwork. Its internal dynamics are specifically 

the means to reach its own truth content. Yet uncovering the Wahrheitsgehalt of specific works 

has not been the sole purpose of this dissertation, for I have taken leeway with the term 

technique-structure to uncover a more generalized, methodological approach in Davidovsky’s 

overall compositional style. It is precisely this type of journey that hasn’t been thoroughly 

explored in previous ventures into his music. 

The few analytical and theoretical responses to Davidovsky’s music are heavily tilted 

toward the first application of the polyphony-of-space metaphor mentioned in Chapter One, 
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concerned with dialectic forces between instrumental lines and a narrative approach of 

phraseology and gesture. This tendency most likely commenced in the late sixties when 

Davidovsky’s electroacoustic music was the basis for his Pulitzer Prize. The only two 

publications in major American journals are from this decade: Wourinen (1966) and Gryč 

(1978). The Wuorinen article is a brief analysis on the dialectic forces between the orchestra and 

tape in Contrastes No.1, while Gryč’s analysis applies Edward Cone’s theory of stratification to 

Synchronisms No.6.  

When the composer moved away from the studio, his acoustic music received the same 

type of scholarly study, although no other analysis was published until McCreless (2006), in the 

form of a chapter in the book “Approaches to meaning in music” which, as inferred from its title 

(Anatomy of a Gesture: From Davidovsky to Chopin and Back) follows a similar analytical 

approach as the previous two publications. To my knowledge, these are the only three published 

English articles on Davidovsky’s music to date.  

The rest of the scholarly work has been done behind the doors of universities in which 

Davidovsky is still recognized as a major American post-modernist. The tendency in these 

dissertations is the same. The more relevant analytical dissertations have followed a gestural 

and/or phraseology approach: Malloy’s (1998) study in cadential procedures in Divertimento, 

Ricks’ (2001) analysis of formal structural pairings in Quartetto; and Rust’s (2007) narrative 

approach to the phraseology of Quartetto are at the head of this tendency.  

  The generalized and methodological approach that I believe to have uncovered (what I 

called Davidovsky’s compositional method in Chapter One) is rooted in the 

asymmetry/symmetry transformations and the self-perpetuation of interval cycles. These two 

processes, thoroughly discussed in Chapters Two and Three, shape the musical continuity and 
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formal design of the Quartettos, and I presume other works. What lies ahead is the application of 

the discoveries made in these chapters to the rest of Davidovsky’s body of work. The Quartetto 

series spans from 1987 to 2005, a wide enough time range to assume that interval cycle and 

symmetrical processes have been ever-present in his music—yet this is an assumption, not a fact. 

The potential for future research is exciting. 

Beyond Davidovsky, there is a second large project to be abstracted from Chapter Two, 

that of the concept of near-symmetry. The idea that we can measure different levels of 

asymmetry can be a useful tool when analyzing the music of composers of the Second Viennese 

School, just to name obvious candidates. The theoretical idea itself is raw and should be 

expanded as well. For example, I’ve only explored the trichords and tetrachords from the 

perspective of N–Sn+1, yet there are many more discoveries to be made once we allow ourselves 

to add more than one pitch to an asymmetrical collection.  
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