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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

     In the short span of his career, Thomas Adès has made significant contributions 

to classical music. Despite his extraordinary compositional output, awards and 

international recognition, very little serious study exists about Adès’ work. This 

document is intended to fill a deficiency within the existing body of critical research, 

as well as to aid future performers and Adès scholars in the understanding of Five 

Eliot Landscapes, Opus 1. In addition to presenting a theoretical analysis of Five Eliot 

Landscapes, this document discusses how Adès utilizes T.S. Eliot’s poetic cycle 

Landscapes as a springboard for a series of compositional etudes, in which he 

develops and explores five main concepts and techniques.  Specifically, Adès uses 

interval cycles, Nancarrow tempo canons, musical homages to Olivier Messiaen and 

Gyorgy Kurtág, musical quotations and the creation of a distinct compositional 

signature scale. The development and permutation of these concepts have helped to 

establish the foundation of Adès’ compositional style. To complement the theoretical 

analysis, this document presents a poetic synthesis of the written literature on Eliot’s 

Landscapes and addresses musical correlations to the text. A biographical description 

of Adès’ compositional output as well as a general overview of Eliot’s Landscapes is 

also presented. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THOMAS ADÈS BIOGRAPHY 

 

     British composer, pianist, and conductor Thomas Adès was born in London on 

March 1, 1971. The eldest of three boys, he was raised by highly educated parents 

and enjoyed an intellectually stimulating environment from a very young age. His 

mother Dawn Adès is an art historian and authority on surrealism, focusing on 

Dadaism and the works of Salvador Dalí, André Masson, Marcel Duchamp, and 

Siron Franco. His father Timothy Adès is a linguist and primarily translates the 

works of Robert Desnos, Stéphane Mallarmé, Victor Hugo, Jean Cassou, Louise 

Labé, Alfonso Reyes, and Bertold Brecht.1  

     Adès demonstrated an early affinity towards music, officially beginning his formal 

training at the age of twelve with the Junior Department of the Guildhall School of 

Music and Drama. Under the instruction of Paul Berkowitz (piano) and Robert 

Saxton (composition), he quickly excelled in his studies. Initially, Adès’ was 

renowned for his technical abilities as a pianist and percussionist, rather than his 

abilities as a composer. This reputation was reinforced in 1989, when Adès won 

‘Second Piano Prize’ in the British Broadcasting Corporation’s (BBC )Young 

Musician of the Year competition. Ironically, this victory was what motivated Adès 

to pursue composition instead of performance.2 The very night of his award, he 

                                                
1 Hélène Cao, Thomas Adès Le Voyageur: Devenir compositeur. Être musicien. (Paris: Ed. MF, 2007), 7. 
2 Laura Hightower, Contemporary Musicians: Profiles of the People in Music (Farmington Hills, MI: 
Gale/Cengage Learning, 2000), 1. 
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commenced work on Five Eliot Landscapes, Op. 1, thus beginning his career as a 

composer.  Reflecting on this decision, he explains: 

[The BBC competition] was on TV, and it gave me quite a 
fright. I suddenly found myself at quite an advanced stage as a 
performer. I hadn’t taken the idea very seriously. Everyone 
was commenting on this or that and I just didn’t care – I 
wanted to go work on a something new. Did I want to go 
through all this again, play the same things again? I went 
home and said, ‘I’m going to become a composer today, and 
do it properly.’ I started at the top note of the piano and went 
on from there.3 

 
     In the fall of 1989, Adès continued his studies at Kings College, Cambridge, 

studying under Alexander Goehr and Robin Holloway. During this time he 

composed his first professionally performed composition, the Chamber Symphony, Op. 

2, which received a BBC Philharmonic performance in 1993 under the direction of 

Mathias Bamert. Faber Music soon added Adès to their roster of composers, 

publishing his first two opuses and diligently promoted his works. Before long Adès 

was heralded by the press as the ‘great hope of English classical music.’4 Upon 

graduating from Kings College, Adès served as composer in association with the 

Hallé Orchestra in Manchester, from 1993 to 1995. During this residency he 

composed The Origin of the Harp (1994) and These Premises Are Alarmed, the latter a 

commission for the 1996 opening of the Bridgewater Hall. 

                                                
3 Alex Ross, “Roll Over Beethoven: Thomas Adès,” The New Yorker, 2 November 1998. 
http://www.newyorker.com. Accessed 10 November 2008.Note: Five Eliot Landscapes does indeed 
begin on the highest note on the piano. 
4 Peter Culshaw, “Don’t Call Me a Messiah,” The Daily Telegraph (London), 1 March 2007. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk. Accessed 15 February 2009. 
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     Living Toys, an eight-movement chamber suite commissioned by the London 

Sinfonietta proved to be a turning point in Adès’ career. It received its premiere in 

London under the baton of Oliver Knussen and was the recipient of the 1994 Paris 

Rostrum Award. The success of this piece led to numerous commissions, including 

Arcadiana for the Endellion String Quartet and Powder Her Face, a chamber opera 

commissioned by the Almeida Opera. 

     Composed in nine months for the 1995 Cheltenham Festival, the debut of Powder 

Her Face met with critical acclaim. 5 It was described by Paul Drivers of the Sunday 

Times as “one of the most striking new operas I have seen in years.”6 Powder Her 

Face, based on the scandalous life and sexual escapades of Margaret Whigham, 

Duchess of Argyll, brought Adès his first international recognition as a composer. As 

of 2007, Powder Her Face had received more than 30 worldwide productions and 

concretely established Adès as one of Britain’s leading composers.7 EMI’s 1998 CD 

release of the premiere performance of Powder Her Face (conducted by the composer 

himself) contributed greatly in increasing the opera’s notoriety. Additionally, Adès 

earned a Covent Garden commission for a full operatic work as a result of the 

success of Powder Her Face. 

     Adès’ next compositional achievement came in the form of a large-scale 

orchestral tone poem, commissioned by the John Feeney Charitable Trust for the 

                                                
5 Hightower, 2. 
6 David Patrick Stearns, “Thomas Adès List of Works,” Faber Music. Faber Music Ltd. (2009) 5. 
http://www.fabermusic.co.uk. Accessed 10 May 2009.  
7 Tom Service, “‘Writing Music? It’s Like Flying a Plane,’” The Guardian (London), 26 February 
2007. http://www.guardian.co.uk. Accessed 1 December 2008. 
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City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra. On October 10, 1997, Simon Rattle and 

the City of Birmingham Symphony premiered Asyla, a work for orchestra in four 

movements.  Massive in scope, the work requires a large orchestra that includes a 

large contingent of winds and brass, six percussionists, and two pianists. Asyla 

instantly catapulted Adès into international celebrity and earned him the 2000 

Grawemeyer, one of classical music’s most prestigious composition awards.  

     Asyla received many subsequent performances and also appeared on Simon 

Rattle’s first concert as the newly appointed conductor of the Berlin Philharmonic in 

2002. Rattle was an early supporter of Adès, dating back from his time conducting 

the composer’s youth orchestra. Rattle’s respect for Adès’ music has progressively 

grown throughout their acquaintance. It was Rattle’s relationship with Adès that led 

the composer to a teaching appointment at The Royal Academy of Music, as well as 

an appointment as the music director of the Birmingham Contemporary Music 

Group. 

     1999 was a very successful and eventful year for Adès. He became joint artistic 

director of the Aldeburgh Festival, received the Ernst von Siemens Prize for Young 

Composers, and signed an exclusive recording contract with EMI Classics.  That 

same year he released a recording of Asyla, taken from an archival performance of 

Rattle’s departing concert as the conductor of the Birmingham Contemporary 

Symphony Orchestra. Also in November of 1999, the New York Philharmonic 

premiered America: A Prophecy, one of six works commissioned for the orchestra’s 

“Messages for the Millenium” project. Adès rejected conductor Kurt Masur’s initial 
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request to “write a musical message for the year 2000, a universal message of hope to 

the people of the world” and instead chose to set an apocalyptic ancient Mayan text 

which depicts the fall of its empire and ends with Matteo Flexa’s poem, “La 

Guerra,” which speaks of complete annihilation.8 In 2000, Adès composed his Op. 

20, a piano quintet to be performed by himself and the Arditti Quartet. 2001 was 

highlighted by the winning of the Hindemith Prize and the premiere of his baritone 

and orchestra composition Brahms, a piece written in commemoration of Alfred 

Brendal’s 70th birthday. 

     In two years time, Adès completed his first full-scale opera, The Tempest, regarded 

by many as his most ambitious opera. The Tempest was a co-production of the Royal 

Opera in London, the Royal Opera in Copenhagen, and the Strasbourg Opera and 

premiered successfully at Convent Garden under the baton of Adès himself on 

February 10, 2004.  Librettist Meredith Oakes adapted Shakespeare’s play into three 

45-minute acts, replacing the original iambic rhythms with her own rhyming phrases. 

To accommodate the resulting textual asymmetry, Adès constantly shifts musical 

meters, thus adding a rhythmic component of difficulty upon the already extreme 

vocal demands made upon the singers.9 Alex Ross finds the charm within The 

Tempest as owing “from a single harmonic matrix” that unifies both the characters 

                                                
8 Anthony Tommasini, “Millennial Hope With a Tincture of Hopelessness,” New York Times (New 
York), 7 November 1999. http://www.lexisnexis.com. Accessed 6 July 2009. 
9 Anthony Tommasini, “Noises, Sounds, Sweet Airs From Young British Hope,” New York Times 
(New York), 23 February 2004. http://www.lexisnexis.com. Accessed 2 July 2009. 
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and action throughout the work.10 Santa Fe Opera brought Adès’ The Tempest to a 

critical debut in America on July 29, 2006. 

     The success of The Tempest was immediately followed by Adès’ 2005 violin 

concerto, Concentric Paths. Concentric Paths was premiered by violinist Anthony 

Marwood at the Berlin Festival and performed with the Chamber Orchestra of 

Europe. Adès notes that this work references the circular paths of harmonies. He 

describes the first movement as “fast, with sheets of unstable harmony in different 

orbits,” while the third movement is “playful, at ease” and “with stable cycles 

moving in harmony at different rates.”11   

     Due to a history of successes, a series of brilliant performances, and the unique 

quality of his artistry, Adès’ works were featured in three retrospectives. All these 

retrospectives occurred in 2007 and include the Presences Festival in Paris, the 

Ultima Festival in Oslo and the Traced Overheard Festival at the Barbican. 2007 was 

also the year that Simon Rattle conducted the premiere of Adès’ Tevot with the Berlin 

Philharmonic. Described as “a journey of frightening intensity,” Tevot is a single 

movement, 25-minute work of massive orchestral proportions.12 Jointly 

commissioned by the Berlin Philharmonic and Carnegie Hall, the title stems from the 

Hebrew meaning “bars” (its singular form tevah), and is a biblical reference to 

Noah’s Ark.  

                                                
10 Alex Ross, “Rich and Strange: Thomas Ades’ Tempest,” The New Yorker (New York), 1 March 
2004. http://newyorker.com. Accessed 10 August 2009. 
11 Paul Griffiths, “Violin Concerto,” Times Online (London), 16 September 2005. 
http://timesonline.com. Accessed 19 July 2009. 
12 Stephen Pritchard, “All Aboard the Ark de Triomphe,” Guardian (London), 
11 March 2007. http://guardian.co.uk. Accessed 10 May 2009. 
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On the intertwining meanings of his title, Adès states:  

I like the idea that the bars of music were carrying the notes as a sort of family 
through the piece. And they do, because without bars, you’d have musical 
chaos. But I was thinking about the ark, the vessel in the piece, as the earth. 
The Earth would be a spaceship, a ship that carries us – and several other 
species – through the chaos of space in safety. It sounds a bit colossal, but it’s 
the idea of the ship of the world.13 
 

Tevot led to Adès’ appointment to the Richard and Barbara Debs Composer Chair at 

Carnegie Hall, where he was featured as composer, conductor, and pianist 

throughout the 2007/2008 Carnegie Hall season. Concurrently with his Carnegie 

Hall duties, Adès conducted Covent Garden’s new production of Stravinsky’s The 

Rake’s Progress and celebrated his tenth and final year as musical director of the 

Aldeburgh Festival. His engagements in 2008 and 2009 included a debut with the 

New World Symphony, a Wigmore Hall recital with cellist Steven Isserlis, and a 

series of recitals in the United Kingdom and United States with violinist Anthony 

Marwood.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
13 Tom Huizenga, “Ades in Ascent,” National Public Radio (Massachusetts), 13 November 2007. 
http://npr.org. Accessed 10 August 2009.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

T.S. ELIOT’S LANDSCAPES 

 

     On the same night Adès received the ‘Second Piano Prize’ in the BBC’s Young 

Musician of the Year competition, he began work on a new composition: Five Eliot 

Landscapes, which was later published as his Opus 1. Adès turned to the poetry of 

T.S. Eliot for this piece. Coincidentally Adès’ first compositional effort, a work for 

solo piano had also been inspired by Eliot’s The Waste Land.  A great admirer of 

music, Eliot possessed strong ideas concerning the creative similarities found in both 

his craft and that of musical composition.  In his text, Eliot states:  

There are possibilities for verse which bear some analogy to the development 
of a theme by different groups of instruments; there are possibilities of 
transitions in a poem comparable to the different movements of a symphony 
or a quartet; there are possibilities of contrapuntal arrangement of subject-
matter.14 
 

In 1942, Eliot spoke about music and words at the lecture he gave at Glasgow 

University called “The Music of Poetry.” In this lecture he discussed the possibility 

of structuring a poem into what he termed ‘a musical poem.’  

[A] ‘musical poem’ is a poem which has a musical pattern of sound and a 
musical pattern of the secondary meanings of the words which compose it, 
and that these two patterns are indissoluble and one.15  
 

In the Glasgow lecture, Eliot alluded that his Four Quartets were the beginning of his 

explorations in the style of ‘musical’ writing. It is interesting to note however that 

                                                
14 Grover Smith, T.S. Eliot’s Poetry and Plays, A Study in Sources and Meaning (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1974), 252. 
15 T.S. Eliot, On Poetry and Poets (New York: The Noonday Press, 1957), 26. 
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these approaches towards ‘musicality’ began in Landscapes.16 During the early 1930s, 

while working on Landscapes, Eliot was concurrently working on “Burnt Norton,” 

the first poem from the cycle Four Quartets.  In turn, Landscapes is frequently 

perceived as a poetic experiment that prepared the way for Eliot to complete and 

write Four Quartets. 

     Numerous themes and compositional techniques link Landscapes and Four 

Quartets.  Both poetic cycles are based on a seasonal sequence and incorporate issues 

of time. Landscapes and Four Quartets both use the landscape as a unifying device in 

their individual poems. And lastly, both poetic cycles demonstrate Eliot’s use of  

‘musicality’ through the poet’s juxtaposition of varying images, rhythms, and 

sounds.17  

     Eliot’s Landscapes was first published in 1936 under this collective title in his 

published work The Collected Poems. Although written from 1934 to 1935, the first two 

poems “New Hampshire” and “Virginia” were first grouped together under the title 

‘Words for Music,’ published April 1934 in The Virginia Quarterly Review.  “Rannoch, 

by Glencoe” was published in October 1935 in The New English Weekly.  The two 

remaining poems, “Usk” and “Cape Ann” were not published but had been privately 

distributed during the Christmas of 1935.18  

     Both “Usk” and “Cape Ann” are devoted to symbolic natural landscapes and are 

part of what many scholars consider Eliot’s middle period. Apart from Eliot’s The 

                                                
16 Erik Arne Hansen, “T.S. Eliot’s ‘Landscape,’” English Studies Vol. 50, (London: Routledge, 1969), 
378. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., 364. 
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Waste Land, this is the first time that his poetry reflects in the poem’s title the 

locations to which they were set.19 On the general topic of landscapes and their 

influence on his writing, Eliot states:  

English landscape has come to be as significant for me, and as emotionally 
charged, as New England landscapes. I do believe, however, that the 
impressions made by English landscape upon myself are different from those 
made upon poets for whom it has been the environment of their childhood.20  
 

The settings explored in Eliot’s Landscapes are a combination of personal experiences 

drawn from his childhood and travels as an adult. “New Hampshire” and “Cape 

Ann” are drawn from Eliot’s childhood in America, and “Usk,” and “Rannoch, by 

Glencoe” are drawn from his adult travels.21  “Virginia” is thought to be a product of 

Eliot’s adult travels to the University of Virginia to deliver a lecture.22 

     Although Landscapes is small in length compared to Eliot’s more well-known 

works such as The Waste Land and Ash Wednesday, it shares similar themes and 

concepts with these larger works. These themes include exploring the meaning of 

human existence through symbolic settings, while exploring poetry through the use 

of original rhythms.23 Scholar Erik Arne Hansen writes that there are two very 

important and unique characteristics that present themselves in Landscapes.  The first 

characteristic described by Hansen, is that Landscapes is a cycle of: “lyric songs, 

                                                
19 Nancy Duvall Hargrove, Landscape as Symbol in the Poetry of T.S. Eliot (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 1978), 112. 
20 T.S. Eliot, “The Influence of Landscape upon the Poet.” Daedalus, Vol. 126. No. 1 Academic 
Culture in Transformation: Fifty Years, Four Disciplines (Winter). (Cambridge, MIT Press, 1997), 
352.  
21 Hargrove, 114. 
22 Helen Gardner, “The Landscapes of T.S. Eliot’s Poetry,” The Critical Quarterly, Winter, (Pittsburg: 
Blackwell Publishing, 1968), 325. 
23 Hargrove, 113. 
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gentle in rhythm and rhyme, and with words and phrases balancing and chiming 

against each other through parallelisms, chiasms, alliterations, assonances, and 

skillfully used internal rhymes.” The second characteristic that Hansen points out is 

that “in using landscapes as objective correlatives for various states of mind they can 

be said to define or structure an emotion or a set of emotions.” 24 Thus nature 

becomes in Eliot’s poem the objective correlative and the device that displays the 

mixture of emotions of man’s feelings.25 

It is important to note that Eliot’s Landscapes exemplifies the significant stylistic 

changes that took place in his writing path.  Eliot scholar Nancy Duvall Hargrove 

delineates three specific stylistic changes. First, the landscape is now the central 

symbol of each individual poem, which also makes it the primary objectifier of 

emotional and spiritual content. Secondly, the setting itself provides the title of the 

work. Hargrove points out that the landscapes are based on personal significances as 

well as Eliot’s own experiences. 26 In talking about his experiences and how they 

define him as person and poet, Eliot states: 

I am used to dealing with the question of whether I am, qua poet, American or 
English;….though seriously my poetry, like that of other poets, shows traces of 
every environment in which I have lived.27  
 

     Along with these stylistic changes, Eliot also incorporates myth and persona as 

organizational tools in creating ‘musicality’ in Landscapes.28  He combines traditional 

                                                
24 Hansen, 365. 
25 Gardner, 314. 
26 Hargrove, 113. 
27 T.S. Eliot, “The Influence of Landscape upon the Poet,” 352. 
28 Hansen, 379. 



 
 

 

21 

and archetypal symbols such as the garden, river, chapel and earth to underlie the 

various landscapes. 29   

     When Landscapes is read as a continuous and unified entity, several seasonal 

sequences and symbolic meanings become readily apparent.  In regards to a seasonal 

cycle, Landscapes begins and ends in springtime. Eliot uses the symbolic 

representation of each season to portray the evolution of his speaker’s journey. The 

set begins by portraying innocence, displayed through the ‘season’ of childhood. The 

cycle continues by exploring the speaker’s growth through various stages of 

adulthood. Landscapes concludes by returning once more to innocence. Innocence 

however is not portrayed through childhood, but is reached through a reconciliation 

of the speaker’s struggles and experiences of life. 30 Hansen breaks down the thematic 

and seasonal delineations of the poems in the following manner. “New Hampshire” 

signifies spring and is symbolic of the innocence of childhood. “Virginia” in turn 

signifies the season of summer while depicting the aggravations of early adulthood. 

Transitioning from summer to autumn is “Usk,” symbolizing the speaker’s search for 

tranquility through prayer. “Rannoch, by Glencoe” transpires during the winter 

season and is symbolic of the middle-aged adult consumed with memories of past 

struggles and conflicts. Hansen states that “Cape Ann” finishes the set returning once 

more to spring, as well as to a speaker that has achieved regeneration through 

experience.31 

                                                
29 Hargrove, 114. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Hansen, 377. 
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     Eliot scholar George Williamson illuminates yet another perspective within 

Landscapes.  He states: “From each place [Eliot] distils an essence which concentrates 

a state of mind and thus becomes accessible to a spiritual history.”32  When 

Landscapes is viewed as a “spiritual history,” the individual poems can be regarded as 

varying states of the soul.  The set begins on a positive state of the soul, and 

alternates with each poem through positive and negative conditions.33 “New 

Hampshire,” “Usk,” and “Cape Ann” focus on the positive conditions of the soul, 

while “Virginia” and “Rannoch, by Glencoe” reflect on the negative ones. 

Summarily, Eliot’s Landscapes is the condensed “spiritual history” of the speaker’s 

journey enlivened with contrasting ‘musical’ elements of images and sound patterns 

that unify thematically through time.34 Eliot scholar Helen Gardner astutely 

encapsulates this poetic work as such: 

… if the sense of time is the soul of Eliot’s later poetry the sense of place is its 
body.  As body and soul in their union make up man, so in Eliot’s poetry the 
‘Here’ is inseparable from the ‘Now’, and the ‘There’ from the ‘Then’.35  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
32 George Williamson, A Readers’ Guide to T.S. Eliot (New York: The Noonday Press, 1953), 201. 
33 Hargrove, 114. 
34 Hansen, 377. 
35 Gardner, 320. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“NEW HAMPSHIRE” 

 
I. New Hampshire 

 
Children's voices in the orchard 

Between the blossom-and the fruit-time: 
Golden head, crimson head, 

Between the green tip and the root. 
Black wing, brown wing, hover over; 
Twenty years and the spring is over; 
To-day grieves, to-morrow grieves, 

Cover me over, light-in-leaves; 
Golden head, black wing, 

Cling, swing, 
Spring, sing, 

Swing up into the apple-tree. 
 
 

     The first poem is “New Hampshire,” which draws from T.S. Eliot’s experiences 

within the state, both as a child and as an adult. The poem describes an apple 

orchard in the spring, where two children swing from an apple-tree. The idyllic 

setting of the orchard is a traditional symbol of the “purity and joy of Eden.” Images 

of golden and crimson-haired children, the presence of the green tree, and the season 

of springtime also suggest the innocence and promise of youth.36   

     But beneath the child-like façade and somewhat sing-song and carefree nature of 

the text, there lies a foreboding tone that suggests darker hues. This tone is created by 

the images of black and brown wings, hovering like vultures.37 While Eliot is able to 

represent birth through the children’s youth and their Garden of Eden, he is also able 

to represent death by the dark birds, which symbolize the passage of time. Death is 

                                                
36 Hargrove, 115. 
37 Ibid. 
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also represented through the apple tree, which symbolizes old age with its bountiful 

harvest.38 

     The poem’s middle section begins with “Twenty years and the spring is over.” 

The keen awareness of the passing of spring suggests a grown adult who is 

contemplating her bygone youth and her own mortality.39 The lines “Cover me over; 

light-in-leaves,” evokes the end of life through the image of the tree’s decaying 

autumnal leaves. The conclusion of the poem finds the speaker left with the desire to 

return to those halcyon days when, as a child, he would “[s]wing up into the apple-

tree.”40 

     Adès’ setting of “New Hampshire” begins with a piano introduction marked 

Suspended, sempre quasi in sogno.  He uses this introductory passage to create a dream-

like state, characterized by a bluesy descending figure in the right hand (a D major-

minor harmony with C functioning as the 'blue note'), which is immediately 

answered by an ascending figure in the left hand. Adès also uses the melodic and 

rhythmic contour of these ascending and descending figures to create the illusion of 

children undulating back and forth on swings. The combination of this ‘swinging’ 

rhythm and the general haze of sound created by Adès’ pedaling instructions – Quasi 

sempre con pedale (do not allow sounds to accumulate excessively; but always 

clear gradually) – create an effective atmosphere for Eliot’s poem of lost childhood.  

     It is in this introduction seen in Fig. 3.1 that we see the first hint of what author 

                                                
38 Ibid., 116. 
39 F.B. Pinion, A T.S. Eliot Companion (New Jersey: Barnes & Noble Books, 1986), 218. 
40 Hargrove, 116. 
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Hélène Cao describes as one of Adès’ “compositional signatures,” a melodic scale 

that the composer uses as a signature. 

Fig. 3.1 – Adès’ ‘signature scale’ in “New Hampshire” 

  

She states that “[f]rom opus 1 on, Adès integrates certain melodic and harmonic 

signatures that would become constant in his music: an intervallic structure, utilized 

horizontally as well as vertically.”41 A horizontal structure can immediately be seen 

in the sequence of notes presented in the upper staff.  Beginning with the note C seen 

in Fig 3.2, Adès creates a note-series by increasing the size of the intervals by a half-

step when descending and decreasing the size of the intervals when ascending.42  

 

 

                                                
41 Cao, 38. « Dans son opus 1, Adès integer déjà certaines signatures mélodiques et harmoniques qui 
deviendront des constants de sa musique: une structuration intervallique, utilisée tant horizontalement 
que verticalement. »  Translation by the author. 
42 Ibid. Cao uses the somewhat misleading term ‘signature scale’ (échelle signature) to describe this 
note-series. A true scale ascends or descends by step and does not repeat any note; the same cannot be 
said of this particular note-series.  
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Fig. 3.2 – ‘Signature scale’ (constructed through increasing interval size) 

 

The series is confined to twelve notes, as any interval past a major seventh would 

reach octave equivalence and begin the series anew.  According to Cao, Adès claims 

that he himself did not invent this note-series but rather “‘found’ it, as if it were 

already a gem to be extracted from the depths.”43 Interestingly enough, when placed 

in scalar order, the complete collection of notes created by this note-series forms an 

octatonic scale (Fig. 3.3): 

Fig. 3.3 – Example of an octatonic scale formed from the note-series 

 

Adès uses this note-series throughout “New Hampshire” as a melodic motive, 

most notably in the first measures of the piano introduction.  Fig 3.4 demonstrates 

how Adès’ ‘signature scale’ is also implemented in the vocal line, descending from C 

to E-flat in mm. 121-128. 

 

 

 

                                                
43 Ibid. « Adès declare avoir “trouvé” et non “inventé” cette échelle, comme si elle existatit déjà à 
l’état virtuel : il l’a seulement mise au jour, tel l’ouvrier qui extrait les gemmes des profondeurs. » 
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Fig. 3.4 – ‘Signature scale’ in the vocal line 

 

In Fig. 3.5 we see a similar melodic line that appears in mm. 71-78, also descending 

from C to E-flat.  However, this line features two additional notes, G-sharp and F-

sharp, that are derived by applying the same ‘increasing-interval’ formula starting 

with the note A. 

Fig. 3.5 – ‘Signature scale’ in the vocal line (with additional notes derived from  
                  the ‘signature scale’) 
 

 

 
Fig. 3.6 – The original ‘signature scale’ with a nested ‘signature scale’ starting on  
                 the note A. 
 

 

     As mentioned before, the first use of this series occurs in the introductory passage 

in the piano.  Fig 3.7 demonstrate how the initial series, which I shall designate as P0, 
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is presented in four permutations: P0 (prime), R0 (retrograde), I0 (inversion) and RI0 

(retrograde inversion).44  

Fig 3.7 – P0, R0, I0 and RI0 permutation of initial note-series 

 

Thus the introduction begins in the right hand with P0 descending followed by RI0 

ascending.  The left hand provides a counterpoint of R0 ascending followed by I0 

descending.  Given that any octatonic collection has transpositional symmetry at the 

tritone, Fig. 3.8 shows how it is also possible to view the series beginning on G-flat as 

a transposition of the original series at the tritone.  

 
Fig. 3.8 – An alternate reading of the four permutations of the note series,  
                 employing tritone transposition 

  

 

 

 

 

     Such formulaic constructions are not limited solely to the pitches, but can also be 

found in the generation of rhythmic elements as well, as seen in Fig. 3.9.  Each 

                                                
44 I will use the nomenclature for prime, retrograde, inversion, and retrograde-inversion as it is 
outlined in Joseph N. Straus, Introduction to Post-Tonal Theory, 3rd Ed., “Basic Twelve-Tone 
Operations,” 182-216. 
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permutation of the original series P0 is presented as an augmentation of the eighth-

note/sixteenth-note rhythm heard at the beginning of the piece.   

Fig. 3.9 – Rhythmic augmentation of P0 as seen in R0, I0 and RI0   

 

The ratio of augmentation is 4 : 3 : 1 1/3 : 1; P0 is four times as fast as R0, I0 three 

times as fast as R0, and RI0 is one and one-third times as fast as R0.   

     The note-series seen in Fig. 3.10 is presented in four distinct permutations in the 

introduction, descending and ascending in both the right and left hands.  

Fig. 3.10 – Distribution of rhythmic augmentations in the right and left hand 
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Each of the four permutations of the note-series has its own rhythm, yet each rhythm 

is directly proportional to one another. Fig. 3.11 shows the distribution of the 

rhythmic canons to their assigned hand-position of ascent and descent.  

Fig. 3.11  – Rhythmic canons in “New Hampshire” 

 

In other words, Adès uses the same rhythm, that of an eighth-note followed by a 

sixteenth-note, to serve as the base rhythm for each permutation. Yet he 

differentiates P0, R0, I0 and RI0 by augmenting the rhythm proportionally. When 

these four lines are played concurrently, they create the illusion of four separate lines 

played in four separate yet related tempi. This type of rhythmic augmentation is 

similar to the methods developed by Conlon Nancarrow, a composer greatly 

admired by Adès.45  Among many of Nancarrow’s innovations is the tempo canon, 

which is a composition using canons of separate yet related tempi.46 It is this 

technique that can clearly be seen in “New Hampshire” and throughout Adès’ later 

work.47 

Another compositional device that Adès frequently employs both in “New 

Hampshire” and in the rest of the Five Eliot Landscapes is the superimposition of 

                                                
45 Ross, “Roll Over Beethoven,” accessed 10 November 2008. 
46 Kyle Gann, The Music of Conlon Nancarrow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 111. 
47 Christopher Fox, “Tempestuous Times: The Recent Music of Thomas Adès,” The Musical Times 
(London), Vol. 145, No. 1888 (Autumn, 2004), 52. 
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interval cycles to create harmony.48  An interval cycle is a collection of pitches 

generated from a sequence founded on the same interval.  Both interval cycle 1, 

which is a chromatic scale, and interval cycle 5, which moves by perfect fifths, travel 

by the same interval through all twelve pitches until they return to their starting note. 

However, interval cycle 2 and interval cycle 3 return to their starting note before 

cycling through all twelve pitches and thus have multiple transpositions. Fig. 3.12 

lists the complete set of interval cycles.  

Fig. 3.12 – Interval Cycles 

 
 

     Throughout Five Eliot Landscapes, Adès superimposes interval cycles on top of 

each other to create chords that suggest both tonality and atonality.49   For example, 

the first entrance of the voice is accompanied by a homophonic texture in the piano 

moving in similar motion.  Each line is governed by a different interval cycle: the 

                                                
48 Cao, 40. Cao describes this as a “superposition of melody lines, each founded on a single interval.” 
Le deuxième element fondateur du langage d’Adès tient à la superposition des lignes mélodiques, 
régie elle aussi par une structuration rigoureuse des intervalles : chacune des lignes est fondée sur un 
intervalle unique. 
49 Aaron James Travers, “Interval Cycles, Their Permutations and Generative Properties in Thomas 
Adès’ Asyla,” (Ph.D. Diss., Eastman School of Music, Rochester, 2004) 8. 
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voice moves by half-step (interval cycle 1), the right hand moves by whole-step 

(interval cycle 2), and the left-hand moves in minor thirds (interval cycle 3).  This 

creates a series of triads that begins and ends on A-major yet features other triads 

which do not necessarily fit into a tonal scheme. Fig. 3.13 is an example 

demonstrating interval cycle interactivity in “New Hampshire.” 

Fig. 3.13 – Example of interval cycle interactivity in “New Hampshire” 

 

Similar interval cycle superimpositions occur at mm. 41-47 (voice = interval cycle 2; 

right hand = interval cycle 3; left hand = interval cycle 1) and mm. 86-98 (voice = 

interval cycle 1; right hand = interval cycle 2; left hand = interval cycle 3).  In a 

similar manner, the text of “Cling, swing, spring, sing” in mm. 112-122 is 

underscored with the voice ascending by interval cycle 2, accompanied by two inner 

voices in the piano descending by interval cycle 1 and interval cycle 2.  
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     It is important to note that the musical illustration of children playing permeates 

the entire movement and only ceases upon the entrance of the voice, which is 

presented in a homophonic texture with the right and left hands of the piano. When 

this happens, all three voices utilize interval cycles to generate their harmonic 

structure. Thus, it can be interpreted that interval cycles are not necessarily used as a 

method of text painting, but rather as a means to slow down the rhythmic motion of 

the piece, effectively interrupting the hazy texture that is a product 

of Adès’ 'signature scale' and his specific pedaling instructions. The interval cycle 

passages consequently snap the narrator and the text into the present day, 

interrupting her thoughts and reminiscences of youth. This is most poignantly 

demonstrated in the text “Today, grieves, tomorrow grieves, cover me over light 

in leaves” seen in mm. 86-98.  

     In the concluding section of “New Hampshire,” Adès acknowledges his 

admiration for the American composer Charles Ives.50 Adès implements Ives’ 

technique of placing musical quotations of popular music within the framework of an 

original piece.51 Adès’ inclusion of a musical quote from George H. Clutsam (1866-

1951) song “My Curly-Headed Baby” (see Fig. 3.14) is set in the piano line in mm. 

112-130, the piece’s conclusion. 52  

 

                                                
50 Ross, “Roll Over Beethoven,” accessed 10 November 2008. 
51 Peter J. Burkholder, All Made of Tunes: Charles Ives and the Uses of Musical Borrowing (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1995), 3. 
52 Walter Eckard, Echoes of Broadway (Bryn Mawr: Theodore Presser Company, 1961), 17. 
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Fig. 3.14 – Example of Musical Quotation, Clutsman’s “My Curly-Headed Baby” 

 

     Although the text of Clutsam’s piece is written above the piano’s melody line, the 

inclusion of the words are intended to identify the melody “My Curly-Headed 

Baby,” and are not to be sung. Adès introduces this quotation using a beautiful 

rhythmic augmentation in mm. 109-110, which acts as a ritard, leading into the tune 

marked in 6/8. Adès has accounted for the ‘swing’ of Clutsam’s song by resetting the 

tune in 6/8 while other voices (in the piano and vocal lines) are set in 3/4. With the 

inclusion of Clutsam’s song, Adès is able to create yet another tempo canon affect. 

This song musically and literally underscores the meaning of Eliot’s text, as Adès 

moves the voice by step to the upper registers of the staff. Clutsam’s piece in turn 

provides the swinging accompaniment of the children at play, while the vocal line 

completes in slower motion the ascent and descent of that swing. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“VIRGINIA” 

 
II. Virginia 

Red river, red river, 
Slow flow heat is silence 
No will is still as a river 

Still. Will heat move 
Only through the mocking-bird 

Heard once? Still hills 
Wait. Gates wait. Purple trees, 

White trees, wait, wait, 
Delay, decay. Living, living, 
Never moving. Ever moving 
Iron thoughts came with me 

And go with me: 
Red river, river, river. 

 
 
     The second poem “Virginia” is drawn upon Eliot’s 1933 travels to the University 

of Virginia in Charlottesville, where he presented the Page-Barbour Lectures. In stark 

contrast to “New Hampshire,” the landscape in “Virginia” has shifted from spring to 

the deadliest peak of summer’s heat. Eliot uses this season to illustrate the 

cadaverous rigidity of the soul, which is further reflected by the landscape suffocated 

by heat and stifled of all movement and sound.53  Trapped in this environment, the 

speaker contemplates the red river, which shifts her focus from the idyllic playfulness 

of childhood to the hardships and preoccupations of adulthood.54 

     The red river in Eliot’s “Virginia” is filled with dense meaning and symbolism. 

Eliot’s river is pungent and stagnant with red mud. Life is completely absent in these 

waters, as the properties of the river are not intended to sustain life but to symbolize 
                                                
53 Hargrove, 117. 
54 Hansen, 367. 
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sin and violence. Eliot’s river conjures up images of blood and death that link 

“Virginia’s” waters to the diseased waters of the flooded Mississippi; a river 

responsible for transporting and drowning the lives of both animals and slaves.55  

     Eliot denotes an absence of movement and sound in “Virginia’s” landscape 

through the repetitive declaration of the word “still.”56 This is also his way of 

portraying an isolated and empty soul. Voices of children once heard in “New 

Hampshire” have completely disappeared, and are now replaced with an eerie 

silence. He depicts this silence through motionless and soundless hillsides, 

interrupted only by the singular call of a mockingbird. Eliot uses the mockingbird in 

this movement as a literary nod to “New Hampshire’s” text of “black wing, brown 

wing.”57  Adès in turn uses the mocking bird to foreshadow “Cape Ann.”  

Through “Virginia’s” landscape, Eliot symbolizes the speaker’s numbed and 

directionless soul. It is no coincidence that Eliot’s portrayal of spiritual paralysis is 

interwoven with numerous biblical references. For instance, the gates introduced in 

the middle of the poem reference the entrance to the Garden of Eden. Eliot’s gates 

however are closed, unable to be moved or be touched by those whose souls are 

dead.58 The trees and hills are also biblical in nature referencing the Bible’s “‘Lift up 

thine eyes to the hills’ (from which will come salvation).”59  The sterile and decaying 

colors of the purple and white trees indicate lifeless hillsides, whose landscapes 

                                                
55 Hargrove, 118. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Hansen, 370. 
58 Hargrove, 119. 
59 Hansen, 369. 
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mirror the paralyzed state of the speaker’s soul. At this point the speaker becomes 

active in the poem, by uttering: 

   Ever moving 
Iron thoughts came with me  
And go with me…60 
 

Through this declamation, the symbolic meanings of the river are now transferred 

unto the speaker and become egocentric in nature.61 As in the beginning, the poem 

returns and ends with the words “red river.” Eliot’s repetition of “red river” fades 

into an unmoving landscape of non life-giving stagnant waters, thus concluding this 

poem with a soul defeated by spiritual inactivity.62 

In incorporating music to these words, Adès designates a very specific motive 

for the text of “Red river, red river” seen in Fig. 4. 1. This motive, that I will call the 

‘red river’ motive is used to thematically govern the majority of “Virginia,” and is 

introduced at the very beginning of the piece by the soprano. 

Fig. 4.1 – The ‘red river’ motive 

 

The ‘red river’ motive consists of two phrases. The first phrase spans a major second 

while the consequent phrase spans that of a major third. Fig. 4.2 demonstrates the 

whole melodic and intervallic contour of this motive. 

 

                                                
60 Hargrove, 119. 
61 Hansen, 370. 
62 Hargrove, 120. 
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Fig. 4.2 – Intervallic contour of ‘red river’ motive 

 

Adès assigns a narrow intervallic scope to the ‘red river’ motive. This is his way of 

musically portraying the rigidity and immobility of the soul, as well as the density of 

the river’s waters. Fig. 4.3 shows how this motive is largely characterized by a falling 

half-step: the first and fourth notes of the ‘red river’ motive descend by a half-step, as 

do both the second and third notes, as well as the fifth and sixth. 

Fig. 4.3 – Falling half-step motion of the ‘red river’ motive 

  

     Highlighting the empty and isolated qualities of the soul, Adès introduces the ‘red 

river’ motive with a punctuated low E in the piano, while the pianist silently 

depresses the five chromatic notes between E-sharp and A. The soprano’s text pierces 

this sparse acoustical landscape, hovering above the sympathetic vibrations created 

by the depressed strings. Fig. 4.4 shows that growing out of this ghostly sonority, the 

piano begins a figuration emerging from the depressed chromatic notes that mimic 

and build upon the ‘red river’ motive. The first beat of measure two is a note-for-note 

restatement of the ‘red river’ motive. Once this motive is exhausted, it quickly 

morphs into a figure that continues to parallel the limited range and chromatic 



 
 

 

39 

quality of the ‘red river’ motive, while presenting the motive’s intervals in a varying 

and diversified order from their original context. 

Fig. 4.4 – Permutation of the ‘red river’ motive in the piano line 

 

This application of interchanging intervals within the ‘red river’ motive is not only 

limited to the piano line but can also be seen in the vocal line.  Fig. 4.5 demonstrates 

how the text in the third measure is presented in a different rhythmic and intervallic 

manner than the ‘red river’ motive, yet is still thematically linked through its limited 

chromatic range and small intervallic motion. 

Fig. 4.5 – Permutation of the ‘red river’ motive in the vocal line  

 

     Throughout “Virginia,” the ‘red river’ motive creates melodic contours in the 

staff, like a river carving contours in the land, by descending and ascending by 

chromatic half steps. Likewise, the seemingly endless run of sixteenth notes in the 

piano creates both an anxious uneasiness and helps to render an image of the river’s 

running water or the trickling flow of blood.  
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     Adding to the harmonic texture of unrest is the constant presentation of the ‘red 

river’ motive in the piano.  Its limited range and seemingly endless repetition serve as 

a constant reminder of the oppressive and burdened qualities of the river and its 

history.  Adès first presents the ‘red river’ motive in the piano in mm. 2-13, where it 

slowly descends chromatically.  A second voice, also descending chromatically, joins 

in at m. 9.  The introduction of this second voice intensifies the murkiness of an 

already muddied river. The piano shifts its melodic contour in mm. 14-27 as it  

ascends chromatically. The piano’s ‘red river’ motive descends one last time in mm. 

27-36, arriving on the lowest A on the piano keyboard.  

In contrast to the flowing stream of sixteenth-notes found in the piano, Adès 

presents the ‘red river’ motive in a much more subtle way for the voice. In mm. 17-29 

seen in Fig. 4.6 the motive is presented in a series of successive elisions – the ‘red 

river’ motive is used to generate the notes for the entire section as Adès uses the last 

note of one statement to elide with the first note of the next statement. Adès also uses 

this opportunity to vocally illustrate Eliot’s colorless and decaying landscape of 

“purple trees, white trees” by placing the soprano in the most colorless and lowest 

region of her vocal tessitura. In addition, Adès encapsulates Eliot’s egocentric shift of 

the river’s symbolization to that of the speaker’s, by voicing the text “came with me, 

And go with me:” in the exact original melodic reinstatement of the ‘red river’ 

motive.  
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Fig. 4.6 – ‘Red river’ motive presented in the vocal line 

 

     Adès theoretically unifies “Virginia” to “New Hampshire” (and to the rest of the 

piece) through his implementation of interval cycles. Fig. 4.7 demonstrates how the 

entire piece is grounded on a bass that slowly and chromatically descends from an E 

to an A. This motion could even be seen as a traditional move from dominant to 

tonic (V to I). Each bass note in this chromatic descent (E, E-flat, D, C-sharp, C, B, 

B-flat, A) is presented as a fortissimo, with the final note A given a triple-forte 

marking. In conjunction with each bass note, Adès presents pointillistic material in 

the piano that is governed by specific interval cycles.  
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Fig. 4.7 – Interval cycles with accompanying bass notes 

 

 
 

E = Interval Cycle 1 = mm. 1-7 
Eb =  Interval Cycle 2 = mm. 8-14 
D  =  Interval Cycle 3 = mm. 15-18 
C#  =  Interval Cycle 4 = mm. 19-20 
C =  Interval Cycle 5 = mm. 21-24 
B =  Interval Cycle 6 = mm. 25-30 
Bb = Interval Cycle 5 = mm. 31-36 
A = Interval Cycle 4 = mm. 37-38 

 

     Throughout “Virginia,” Adès utilizes the ‘red river’ motive in the vocal and piano 

lines to reflect the immobility, paralysis of will, and spiritual indecision of Eliot’s 

text. In spite of the lack of resolution found in Eliot’s poem, Adès finds musical 
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resolution by ending the piece on what can be perceived as the tonic. However, as 

Eliot’s repetitive use of the word “river” alludes to the waters fading into the hillside; 

so does Adès’ music, as the piece harmonically whimpers off into the acoustical 

landscape.  

Note: As mentioned previously in this chapter, Adès incorporates his setting of the 

mockingbird text (found in m.14) to foreshadow the musical contents of “Cape 

Ann.” The discussion of this topic will be addressed in chapter 7. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

“USK” 

 
III. Usk 

Do not suddenly break the branch, or 
Hope to find 

The white hart over the white well. 
Glance aside, not for lance, do not spell 

Old enchantments. Let them sleep. 
'Gently dip, but not too deep', 

Lift your eyes 
Where the roads dip and where the roads rise 

Seek only there 
Where the grey light meets the green air 
The hermit's chapel, the pilgrim's prayer. 

 

 
     Interwoven in “Usk’s” landscape are the threads of myth, history, and religion.  

Possibly the most intangible poem of the set, “Usk” is predominantly derived from 

Arthurian mythology, particularly The Mabinogion, eleven tales that legendize the 

adventures of King Arthur and his court’s adventures.63 Located in Wales, the river 

and town of Usk is host to both ruins of a Roman Empire as well as ruins of a 

twelfth-century castle destroyed in the 1402 Owen Glendower revolt. Eliot visited 

this part of the world several times. “Usk” was originally drafted on the backside of 

his poem “Mr. Pugstyles,” suggesting that Eliot used the only paper he had available 

to him to compose this poem on site.64 King Arthur held court in the regions where 

the river Usk lies between England and Wales. It is therefore fitting that Eliot evokes 

in “Usk” Tennyson’s poetic cycle Idylls of the King, which also stem from the same 

                                                
63 Ibid., 121. 
64 Ibid., 120. 
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vicinity. Along with this literary reference, Eliot directly quotes from George Peele’s 

play The Old Wives Tale.  

 Gently dip, but not too deep 
 For fear you make the golden beard to weep. 
 Fair maiden, white and red 
 Comb me smooth, and stroke my head, 
 And thou shalt have some cockell-bread.65 
 

     In uncovering the meaning of Eliot’s poem one must first isolate the key symbolic 

words and ideas delineated in the poem’s eleven lines.  For instance, the white hart is 

a traditional Christian symbol of courage, solitude and purity. It is attached to a 

Middle Age belief that witnessing a white hart, particularly next to a white well, 

would bring that individual salvation. Eliot couples this Christian reference with 

mythology. Eliot’s use of the word ‘branch’ brings to mind Aeneas’ golden bough, 

which Aeneas used to enter the Underworld unharmed. Eliot’s underworld is 

historical in nature, and is depicted by evoking the real images of Usk’s landscapes of 

crumbing castles and decaying Roman ruins. The well, yet another traditional 

Christian symbol, implies a pilgrimage or salvation.66 It can also be viewed as the 

‘well of life,’ as referenced to in Peele’s play.67 The last key symbol is Eliot’s use of 

the “hermit’s chapel.” This symbol may be physically referring to the chapel found in 

the castle’s ruins or the one belonging to the thirteenth century church in Usk. Either 

                                                
65 George Peele, The Old Wives’ Tale (Boston: The Gorham Press, 1916), 55.  
66 Hargrove, 122. 
67 Hansen, 371. 
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way, this secluded chapel symbolizes for Eliot that redemption can only be reached 

through prayer and humility.68  

     In “Usk,” Eliot uses the landscape to illustrate the steps the soul must take in 

achieving restraint and measure over its spiritual existence.69 Eliot delineates this 

message by dividing “Usk” into two sections. In the first six lines, the speaker 

commandingly declares that a soul looking for redemption should not come to Usk 

to marvel at its ruins, or look for salvation through sorcery or old superstitions 

(symbolized through the white hart and white well). The second half of the poem 

continues to use Usk’s physical landmarks as a means to instruct the soul to the 

course it must take to reach salvation. Eliot contrasts the romanticized notion of 

King Arthur’s pursuit for the Holy Grail with today’s modern and non-glamorized 

path of seeking redemption.70  In “Usk” the pilgrim can only find salvation by 

steadily traveling life’s rough roads to seek this simple chapel. Once reaching this 

unadorned chapel, the pilgrim can quietly seek rebirth through a concentrated effort 

of prayer.71 Once again, there is a distinct seasonal and attitudinal shift in the poetic 

cycle. Summer transforms into fall, and “Virginia’s” barren river is in great contrast 

to “Usk’s” positive message of redemption. Eliot further illustrates this point by 

referencing the “branch” as a symbol for life.72 

 In “Usk,” Adès pays musical homage to György Kurtág. It is fitting that the 

movement dealing with spiritual redemption and renewed life is associated with a 
                                                
68 Hargrove, 123. 
69 Ibid., 121. 
70 Ibid., 122. 
71 Ibid., 123. 
72 Hansen, 373. 
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composer that so significantly affected Adès’ life and musical direction.  On Kurtág’s 

music Adès states:  

Hearing his music coming out of a record player at the Guildhall when I was 
15 or 16, although not knowing what it was about, I could tell from the very 
first line that there was blood rushing through it. It had an emotional interest 
that I didn’t necessarily hear in a lot of his contemporaries. A door into that 
sound world had been opened.73 

 

     In the performance note to Five Eliot Landscapes, Adès states that “The Notation at 

the bottom of page 16 (Usk, bars 5 and 6, voice) is based on the system developed for 

‘parlando’ passages by György Kurtág.” On the first page of “Usk,” tempo 

parameters are assigned for the piece, without designating a time signature. This 

gives the performers individual leeway in how they rhythmically interpret Adès’ 

‘parlando’ style. This is particularly apropos considering Eliot’s poem is concerned 

with the individual’s journey and steps towards redemption.  Allowing the soprano 

to decide the inflexion of length for mm. 5-6 is a musical demonstration supporting 

Eliot’s poetic intentions.   

     From the very onset, Eliot specifically instructs the speaker on what these steps 

must be. Adès rhythmically portrays Eliot’s steps through the sound of shuffling feet 

seen in Fig. 5.1. Footsteps can be heard walking, pausing at times, and intermittently 

struggling through Eliot’s poetic landscape of history and mythology.  As in 

“Virginia,” Adès has the pianist silently depress keys to create sympathetic 

vibrations. This can be seen as a way of musically illustrating a constancy of intent 

                                                
73 Nicholas Wroe, “Adès on Adès,” The Guardian (London), 5 July 2008. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk. Accessed 1December 2008. 
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and prayer. Even when there is a pause in the rhythm of the walk, there is never 

silence.  There always exists an underlying tone (or prayer) that supports the 

accompanying steps along the journey. In portraying this walking motif, Adès takes a 

dyad cluster and releases one note, thus, through the absence of one note, allowing 

the other note to resonate and form a melodic line.  

Fig. 5.1 – Opening walking motif in “Usk” 

 

     Fig. 5.2 is an example taken from Kurtág’s Kafka Fragmente, composed for violin 

and soprano. In this piece, Kurtág implements this same technique of creating 

melodic lines through the omission of notes. An 18 year-old Adès studied with 

Kurtág during the period of Five Eliot Landscapes’ composition.74 With this in mind it 

is safe to presume that Adès was familiar with the Kafka Fragmente and Kurtág’s 

style, as he composed “Usk.”  

                                                
74 Ibid. 
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Fig. 5.2 – György Kurtág, Kafka Fragmente, Op. 24, IV. Ruhelos, m. 1 

 

     In a 1997 Tempo article reviewing Adès’ Five Eliot Landscapes, David Denton 

specifically described Adès’ accompaniment style “as vital in content as those of 

Schumann.”75 That comparison being made, it is interesting to note that Robert 

Schumann uses the exact technique of note omissions in his Papillons, Op. 10 seen in 

Fig. 5.3. 

Fig. 5.3 – Schumann’s Papillons, Op. 10, Finale, mm. 85-88 

 

 

                                                
75 David Denton,“Untitled – Review,” Tempo, New Series, No. 201 (July), (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 60. 
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In addition to borrowing stylistic traits from Schumann and Kurtág, Adès uses 

inversionally symmetrical sets to create mirror images throughout “Usk.” 76 He 

accomplishes this by using notes as central axes while assigning respective 

symmetrical collection of notes to their originating central point. The connected 

smaller motives form a mirror image within the context of a larger phrase. For 

instance, the first two motives presented in mm. 2 and 3 are virtual mirror images of 

one another.  Fig. 5.4 demonstrates how the first motive descends while the second 

ascends.  These two motives are always presented together, and as a linked whole 

form an (0145) collection. When written linearly, B-flat is a half-step distance from 

C-flat, as is E-flat from D. Likewise B-flat is four half-steps distance from D, as E-flat 

is equally half-step distanced from C-flat. 

Fig. 5.4 – Mirror image motive forming an (0145) collection  

  

Likewise, mm. 5-9 seen in Fig. 5.5 present a second materialization of the original 

motives. Their collections of notes are equally symmetrical and possess mirror 

interval properties forming an (0156) collection. 

 

 

                                                
76 “Centricity in post-tonal music can also be based on inversional symmetry.  Inversionally 
symmetrical sets are symmetrical and around one or more axes of symmetry.  An axis is a point in a 
set around which all the pitch classes balance symmetrically.  An axis of symmetry may function as a 
pitch or pitch-class center.” Straus, 127. 
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Fig. 5.5 – Mirror image forming an (0156) collection 

 

It is important to note that all of the remaining appearances of these linked motives, 

whether they are (0145) or (0156) collections, share the same mirroring qualities. See 

Fig. 5.6. 

Fig. 5.6 – Shared mirroring qualities of (0145) and (0156) collections 

 

     In his treatment of the vocal line, Adès implements the same type of intervallic 

mirroring used within the piano. Integrating mostly whole steps instead of half-steps, 

Fig. 5.7 shows how Adès presents four main motives in mm. 5-6 that appear 

throughout the piece.  

Fig. 5. 7 – Main whole and half-step motives that appear throughout “Usk” 

 

Here we see that motive a) is comprised of two pairs of ascending whole steps that 

are separated by a minor third.  It is a symmetrical collection reminiscent of a G-

major pentatonic scale (G, A, B, D, E) or alternately defined as an E-minor 

pentatonic scale (E, G, A, B, D).  Motive b) consists of three pairs of ascending 

whole steps, separated by a minor third. This collection creates a D-major pentatonic 
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scale (D, E, F-sharp, A, B).  Motive c) is a descending figure reminiscent of G-flat 

major (or an E-flat minor) pentatonic scale.  Motive d) shows the pentatonic scale is 

bracketed on both sides by half-steps, creating the symmetrical set of E, E-flat, D-flat, 

B-flat, A-flat and G, an (013689) collection. Fig. 5.8 shows these three motives as 

they are later found in the piano score in mm. 41-42.  It is interesting to note how 

Adès continues to use the half-steps as dyads, just as he does in the beginning of the 

piece. 

Fig. 5.8 – Motive featuring an (013689) collection, mm. 41-42 

 

With mm. 21 and 34, Adès presents a dramatic shift in the usage of the half-step 

motives. Instead of just creating linear motion and contour, Adès now utilizes these 

half-step motives as building-blocks in creating vertical sonorities.  The piano chord 

on the second beat of m. 21 and the first beat of m. 34 is comprised of three sets of 

half-steps. Two of these sets share E-flat, which appears to be “Usk’s” central axis 

point. At this point, Adès changes his compositional direction to accommodate the 

changing direction of Eliot’s text.  Eliot gives specific instructions in line seven – 

“Lift your eyes” – and in line nine – “Seek only there” – as to the course the soul 

must take for redemption. It is fitting that the half-step motives that were used as 

walking motifs before have now transformed into a unified vertical sonority. Eliot’s 
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core actions leading to redemption are now supported by a core harmonic structure, 

built upon stacked “walking” motives. Therefore, Adès supports and strengthens 

Eliot’s textual resolutions and gives a thorough foundation of vertical harmonies that 

was previously missing. Fig. 5.9 demonstrates the vertical harmonies of stacked half-

step motives. 

Fig. 5.9 – Vertical sonorities of half-step motives in mm. 21 and 34 

 

     It is at this point that Adès’ piano writing becomes reminiscent of “Virginia’s,” 

seen through an out-pouring of 16 notes. Adès brings back the idea of the river 

carving through the land (as it once again carves through the staff) by word-painting 

the speaker’s text. The vocal melody does possess winding contours indicative of  

“Where the roads dip and where the roads rise.” However, Adès composes the 

opposite meaning of word’s meanings; he vocally “dips” at the highest peak of the 

phrase, only to “rise” at the lowest. In fact he is creating a mirror affect, by 

composing the opposite of the text’s meaning. 

     Adès continues with the linked (mirror) half-step motive in mm. 27-33 and mm. 

36-40.  Persisting with the mirror idea, mm. 27-33 feature the right hand’s contours 

moving in contrary motion to those of the left. The right hand takes a descending 

path, while the left hand as a whole takes an ascending one. This is Adès’ 



 
 

 

54 

interpretation of Eliot’s difficult spiritual and physical landscape, demonstrating how 

the individual must choose a path. 

     Fig. 5.10 shows how Adès implements another half-step motive on the words 

“Lift your eyes” and “Seek only there.” This motive, encompassing the notes F, G-

flat, C, D-flat, is also symmetrical. In its first presentation, the phrase only 

encompasses the first three notes of the motive. Since this is the first of Eliot’s 

directives with more following, Adès does not complete the phrase. With Eliot’s final 

instructions, Adès presents the complete motive of F, G-flat, C, D-flat.  Through a 

complete motive, Adès affirms Eliot’s poetic text, that this is indeed the correct path 

towards redemption. 

Fig. 5.10 – Half-step motives in mm. 24-27 

 

     In Fig. 5.11 we see that the final lines of the poem are set to the identical mirror 

motive that is found at the beginning of the piece.  The soprano sings “The hermit’s 

chapel, the pilgrim’s prayer,” cadencing each phrase on an E-flat. In the beginning of 

“Usk,” the piano is found to be similarly cadencing around the E-flat.  With this 

opening and ending, “Usk” almost approaches tonal music, with E-flat becoming the 
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central note of the piece. In tonal music, there is expectation that the end of a piece 

will reach a complete resolution. Adès’ tonal resolution exemplifies the complete 

resolution that Eliot’s speaker achieves at the end of her journey in seeking 

redemption. 

Fig. 5.11 – Mirror motives set to mm. 41-44 
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CHAPTER SIX 

“RANNOCH, BY GLENCOE” 

 
IV. Rannoch, by Glencoe 

 
Here the crow starves, here the patient stag 
Breeds for the rifle.  Between the soft moor 

And the soft sky, scarcely room 
To leap or soar.  Substance crumbles, in the thin air 

Moon cold or moon hot.  The road winds in 
Listlessness of ancient war, 

Languor of broken steel, 
Clamour of confused wrong, apt 

In silence.  Memory is strong 
Beyond the bone.  Pride snapped, 

Shadow of pride is long, in the long pass 
No concurrence of bone. 

 
 
     In “Rannoch, by Glencoe,” Eliot portrays the brutality and destructive qualities of 

a soul that lacks spiritual worth. He elucidates this point by selecting a death-filled 

Scottish terrain, pungent with perilous historical and geographical properties. The 

traditional Gaelic name given to this landscape is “Valley of Weeping,” so it is no 

surprise that underlying the thematic content of this poem is the Judeo-Christian 

symbol of the Valley of the Shadow of Death.77 

     Located in Argyll, a western region of Scotland, Glencoe is an unarable valley of 

andesite corridors and jagged cliffs. Although the name of Rannoch belongs to both a 

moor and a lake, in this poem Eliot’s Rannoch refers to the depressing hills and 

desolate peat bogs of the moor.78  The land’s cruelty is further intensified by the 

bloodshed that stained its soils. On February 13, 1692 Glencoe’s history was 

                                                
77 Hargrove, 123. 
78 Ibid., 124. 
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permanently altered by an event of significant inhumanity and violence. Known as 

the Massacre of Glencoe, this incident refers to the brutal slaughtering of forty 

MacDonald clansmen at the hands of William III’s military troops. MacIan, head of 

the MacDonald clan had refused to take the oath of allegiance imposed by the new 

monarchy. However, he remitted this decision and took the oath once the official 

deadline had passed. As a means of making an example of MacIan’s disobedience, 

troops were sent to Glencoe to punish the clan. The troops had spent twelve days as 

the MacDonald’s guests. In spite of this hospitality they followed their strict orders 

to:  

…fall upon the rabelle, the Macdonalds of Glenco, and to putt all to the 
sword under seventy. You are to have a special care that the old fox and his 
sones doe not escape your hands. You are to secure all the avenues, that no 
man escape…This is by the King’s special commands, for the good and safety 
of the countrie, that these miscreants be cutt off root and branch. See that this 
be put in execution, without fear or favour…79  
 
It is in this purgatorial context of history and landscape that Eliot’s deer (the 

white hart of “Usk”), once symbolic of life, now symbolizes a meaningless and 

vicious cycle of procreating, suffering, and dying.80 The season has shifted to early 

winter and the sterility of this environment leaves even the scavenging black crow, 

usually the predator of this landscape, hungry and unable to deter starvation.81 The 

air is thin and barely able to sustain life. Intensifying this feeling of suffocation is the 

prison created by the proximity of the earth to the sky, permitting animals, as Eliot 

states, “scarcely room to leap or soar.” Through the text “moon cold or moon hot,” 

                                                
79 John Buchan, The Massacre of Glencoe (Edinburgh: University Press, 1933), 130. 
80 Hansen, 374. 
81 Hargrove, 124. 
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Eliot demonstrates the moon’s indifference to the labors and plight of man and the 

creatures that inhabit this harsh terrain.82 In this poem, Eliot shows that although the 

animals’ world will conclude in death, the history of man’s spiritual world will 

endure beyond death. Eliot portrays man’s world as a bleak, silent, and spiritual one, 

whose remnants of war and memory of the past, is “strong beyond the bone.”83  

     In the opening of this movement, Adès uses a sharp, violent piano gesture to 

evoke the austerity of Eliot’s text. Repeated in mm. 8, 17, and 22, this motif is very 

reminiscent of Olivier Messiaen’s piano writing, particularly  “Regard de l’étoile,” 

the second movement of Vingt regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus.84 (See Figure 6.1)  

Fig. 6.1 Comparison of “Rannoch, by Glencoe” to Messiaen’s Vingt regards  
               sur l’Enfant-Jésus 
 

 
 
     Adès’ opening flourish effectively illustrates Glencoe’s jagged cliffs, its repetition 

throughout the piece a potent reminder of the land’s toxicity. Juxtaposing this 

                                                
82 Ibid., 125. 
83 Hansen, 374. 
84 Nick Rice, “In Concert: György Kurtág’s 80th Birthday Celebration,” Transatlantic Magazine 
(Paris), 11 November 2006. http://www.paristransatlantic.com. Accessed 2 December, 2008. 
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angularity is a plaintive vocal line suspended over a harmonic landscape of interval 

cycles. In addition to using the gesture’s contour in the staff as a visual depiction of 

Glencoe’s ruggedness, the opening gesture also functions as a preview for the 

harmonic basis of this movement. The first measure of the piece features seven dyads 

(not including the implied unison on the first beat).  Fig. 6.2 demonstrates how each 

dyad increases in intervals size, similar in fashion to “New Hampshire’s” increasing 

and decreasing intervals characteristic in Adès’ signature scale.  

Fig. 6.2 – Expanding intervals in “Rannoch, by Glencoe” 

 

     Once again, Adès returns to interval cycles as a means of unifying Five Eliot 

Landscapes while creating vertical harmonies. The harmonies in “Rannoch, by 

Glencoe” are almost completely derived through the interaction of interval cycles. 

For example, with the text “Here the crow starves, here the patient stag breeds for 

the rifle” presented in mm. 2-3, the soprano sings a sequence of descending scales 

using interval cycle 2 (See Fig. 6.3).  The piano accompanies this cycle with a 

melodic descending scale that uses interval cycle 1. In the third measure, the melodic 

line of the piano adds a descending interval cycle 1 in the right hand and a 
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descending interval cycle 2 in the left. Similarly, mm. 5-6 show a descending interval 

cycle 1 line in the soprano, accompanied by an interval cycle 1 line in the piano.   

Fig. 6.3 – Interval cycles in mm. 2-3 and mm.5-6 

 

     Fig. 6.4 demonstrates Adès’ sensitivity in implementing descending and 

ascending interval cycles to elucidate the meaning of the poetry. Using interval cycles 

to compliment Eliot’s text, Adès’ musical landscape creates a prison on the staff that 

allows notes “scarcely room to leap or soar.” When he provides a melismatic flourish 

to word-paint “soar,” Adès’ bird plummets to its death in m. 7 through a descending 

figure that crashes into and is engulfed by Glencoe’s opening jagged cliff piano motif. 

The visual image of this motif, stretched across the staff lines, mimics in many 
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respects the curvature of real cliffs. In m. 7 the voice moves by interval cycle 1, with 

interval cycles 5, 4, 3 and 2 in the piano accompaniment. 

Fig. 6.4 – Interval cycles in “Rannoch, by Glencoe,” m. 7 

 

     It is worth noting that the combination of these interval cycles usually creates 

uncharacteristic and unique harmonies. Harmonies created through the use of 

interval cycles are not created through traditional tonal writing and therefore are not 

expected to resemble tonal resolutions. Irrespective of this, in Fig. 6.5 we glimpse 

what looks like a cadence to B major or minor at the end of measure three.  The B-

flat in the piano, written enharmonically as an A-sharp mimics the function of a 

leading tone 7th scale degree.  The E in the voice functions as the other tendency tone 

in a V7 chord, a tritone away from A-sharp.  Coupling this augmented fourth 

(tritone) with the C-sharp (2nd scale degree in B major/minor) in the left hand of the 

piano, we have what seems like a very standard viio6 – I cadence.  
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Fig. 6.5 – Interval cycles creating a possible cadence to B major/minor 

 

     In traditional tonal music, this cadence sets us up for a resolution. Instead of a 

resolution, however, Adès interjects the fortissimo piano gesture that was heard in 

the first measure.  We could even interpret this fortissimo as the ultimate deceptive 

cadence, since the violent piano gesture interrupts the musical “resolution,” as the 

rifle in Eliot’s poem would interrupt the stag’s life. Fig. 6.6 shows another V – I 

‘deceptive’ cadence that can be identified in m. 23. Here the use of interval cycles sets 

us up for what might seem to be a V7 – I cadence to E-flat major or minor.  
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Fig. 6.6 – Interval cycles creating a possible cadence to E-flat major/minor 

 

 
 
 

 
 

     Adès also uses intervallic motion to create a “deteriorating” effect in the piano. 

Utilizing multiple ascending and descending voices over an A pedal point, Adès 

“crumbles” interval cycles 1 and 2 in emphasizing the text “substance crumbles in 

the thin air” (mm. 9-11).  To further prove this point, interval cycle 1 is used in the 
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vocal line with an octave displacement, Adès’ way of disintegrating the voice from 

“thin” air. In this case, the musical equivalence of thin air is suggested by placing the 

voice at a high tessitura. Fig 6.7 show how the glissando markings interjected within 

the words “substance,” “thin,” and “moon,” illustrate the moon’s flippant emotional 

connection to the plight of the landscapes’ inhabitants. The moon’s flippancy is 

demonstrated through the vocal gesture, as it mechanically slides from one note to 

another. 

Fig. 6.7 – Interval cycle and glissando use in mm. 9-10 

 

     As a mix of interval cycles progress through the piece, m. 15 introduces samplings 

of the dyads that are derived from the opening gesture. Presented in a brittle fashion 

and marked agitato, Adès’ sounds of conflict are created with dueling dyads clanking 

against one another, in the manner that swords would do in the heat of MacIan’s 

battle. Eliot’s “clamour of confused” becomes deafening and more confused as Adès 
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increases the use of stacked dyads on the staff. These dyads create an effective 

“clamour” as they musically continue to fight against one another not only in 

numbers but in intensity. Fig. 6.8 shows that “Apt in silence” is reached with an 

impassioned fortissimo. At first it might be viewed ironic that the word “silence” is 

set at the musical climax of the piece. Adès highlights this moment further, with a 

fortissimo and appassionato score marking. This, however, is Adès’ way of depicting 

that “silence” is actually brought on through death. As in Eliot’s poem, this death 

was not a quiet one. It was reached instead through the violent means of battle, as 

heard through Adès’ battling dyads. Adès once again brings back the image of 

Glencoe’s treacherous cliffs, as the opening gesture underscores the “-lence” of 

“silence.” This might be Adès’ acoustical way of leading his audiences to imagine 

the slain MacDonald clan, unceremoniously discarded on the cliff-sides, awaiting 

scavengers to tear at their butchered flesh.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

66 

Fig. 6.8  – “Rannoch, by Glencoe,” m. 17 “apt in silence” 

 

  
     Measure 18 features the same harmonic textures that were presented in mm 9-11.  

However, this time the pedal point is on an E-flat, a tritone away from A.  The A 

seems to function as “Rannoch, by Glencoe’s” central note. Moving to m. 22, we see 

Eliot’s text “pride snapped” interpreted very dramatically by the soprano, as the 

voice is instructed to passionately leap over an octave and half in singing this text. 

This is Adès’ gesture of vocally snapping “pride.”  

     Fig. 6.9 shows how Adès once more evokes images of Glencoe’s volatile 

landscape by reintroducing the opening measure, under the text of “pride snapped.” 
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Fig. 6.9 – “Rannoch, by Glencoe,” m. 22   

 

 Musically, Adès’ is literally smashing “pride” over Glencoe’s unforgiving terrain.  

     The conclusion of the piece brings neither a musical or emotional resolution. In 

spite of all the violent and desolate images portrayed and heard throughout 

“Rannoch, by Glencoe,” the piece ends with an eerie quiet. The many lines created 

throughout the piece have petered out to nothing, leaving only one last interval cycle: 

the soprano’s desolate “no concurrence of bone,” set as a descending interval cycle 1, 

dying away to nothingness.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

“CAPE ANN” 

 
V.  Cape Ann 

 
O quick quick quick, hear the song-sparrow, 

Swamp-sparrow, for-sparrow, vesper-sparrow 
At dawn and dusk.  Follow the dance 

Of the goldfinch at noon.  Leave to chance 
The Blackburnian warbler, the shy one.  Hail 

With shrill whistle the note of the quail, the bob-white 
Dodging by bay-bush.  Follow the feet 

Of the walker, the water-thrush.  Follow the flight 
Of the dancing arrow, the purple martin.  Greet 

In silence the bullbat.  All are delectable.  Sweet sweet sweet 
But resign this land at the end, resign it 

To its true owner, the tough one, the sea-gull. 
 

The palaver is finished. 
 

 
     The final poem of the set, as were the first two, is written about an American 

landscape and can be seen as a homecoming for Eliot. He spent many of his 

childhood summers in Cape Ann, Massachusetts and thus this landscape possesses 

personal significance and meaning for Eliot. With “Cape Ann,” the poetic cycle has 

come to a full seasonal circle. The new season is welcomed with an explosion of 

birds and blooms, replacing winter’s sterility with the fresh sounds and colors of 

spring. The exuberance and innocence of “New Hampshire” is echoed in “Cape 

Ann.” This time however, innocence is not due to youth and inexperience as it was 

in “New Hampshire." Innocence is now the result of efforts made to restore 
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cleanliness and purity to the soul. While spiritual purity is regained through the 

possessing and the shedding of sin.”85  

     Eliot’s ‘catalogue of birds’ indigenous to North America are represented by an 

assortment of colors, shapes, temperaments and vocal declamations. Eliot chooses 

sparrows, goldfinches, warblers, quails, arrows, martins, bullbats, and bobwhites to 

symbolize the sweetness of life. The birds’ enthusiasm for life demonstrates just how 

rewarding and enjoyable a soul’s existence can be in a purified spiritual state.86 The 

text “all are delectable” also shows that the birds are not only reflective of but 

celebrate the world’s diversity and beauty.87 The sea-gull, inseparable from the sea’s 

symbolism “from which all things come and to which all things return,” reintroduces 

the awareness of death within the cycle.   Hinted upon in “New Hampshire” and 

oppressively present in the latter poems, death returns in this poem with an 

anticipated immediacy.88 In opposition to the sea-gull, the other birds encapsulate the 

spirit of all things that are delightful in the world, and thus persuade man to be 

“quick” in enjoying the time he has on earth.89 In accepting death’s inevitability, the 

speaker is liberated from her views of time and finally she allows herself to enjoy 

life.90  

     It is fitting that Thomas Adès dedicates “Cape Ann” in homage to Olivier 

Messiaen.  Eliot’s text features a number of birds and Messiaen was a great 

                                                
85 Hargrove, 127. 
86 Ibid., 128. 
87 Hansen, 375. 
88 Ibid., 376. 
89 Hargrove, 127. 
90 Hansen, 376. 
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connoisseur of this subject matter.  Messiaen is considered the first composer of any 

nationality to use the technique of incorporating extensive use of birdsong as a 

source material in music.91  In 1923, on holiday in the Aube district of France, 

Messiaen began notating birdsong with the intention of incorporating them in his 

compositional work. It was not however until the Quatuor pour la fin de temps, 

completed in 1941, that Messiaen made the first systematic compositional use of 

birdsong in his music.92  

     In “Cape Ann” the piece begins with the soprano singing the line “O quick quick 

quick quick” repeatedly on a single note E.   This repeated note gesture is one that 

can be found throughout many of Messiaen’s works.  Fig. 7.1 demonstrates 

examples of birdsong incorporated in Messiaen’s “Cape Ann,” Oiseaux exotique and 

Quatuor pour la fin du temps. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
91 Peter Hill, The Messiaen Companion (London: Faber & Faber, 1995), 249. 
92 Ibid. 
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Fig. 7.1  – “Cape Ann” and birdsong from Messiaen’s Oiseaux exotiques and 
                   Quatuor pour la fin du temps 
 

 

 
In Adès’ piece the central note E, combined with the G-sharp and the B grace 

notes, suggests an E-major triad.  In fact, we see E-major arpeggiated throughout the 

first section of the piece in mm. 1-26, marked Vivacissimo e Energico.  It is possible that 

Adès chose E-major as a basis for his birdsong intentionally.  Messiaen scholar 

Jeremy Thurlow notes that a number of Messiaen’s bird songs in Messiaen’s 

Catalogue d’Oiseaux center around a “core of ‘E major’ harmonies.”93 During the 

entire Vivacissimo e Energico section of mm. 1-26 the voice sings variations of this E - 

                                                

93 Robert Sholl, Messiaen Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 128.  
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major birdcall.   Fig. 7.2 demonstrates the E-major variations of the birdsong seen in 

“Cape Ann”. 

Fig. 7.2 – E-major birdsong variations in “Cape Ann” 

 
 

     During the entire 26 measures of the Vivacissimo e Energico section, the voice sings 

variations of this E major birdcall.   It is worth noting that the first line “Oh quick 

quick quick quick quick quick quick quick quick quick quick quick quick quick” 

presents the word  “quick” a total of 14 times.  Eliot however only presents this word 

a total of three times in the entirety of the poem.  In Adès’ score the word “quick” 

comes back a number of times – in mm. 6, 10-11, 12-13, 17, and 19-20.  Adès places 

parentheses around these words to signify that the words are repeated from the 

previous section and are not found in the original poem.  This is the only time in all 

of Five Eliot Landscapes that Adès uses repetition of text. While the soprano 

arpeggiates the E-major chord, the piano provides an accompaniment that mimics 
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birdcalls in both hands. Adès constructs them loosely, using tiny motives derived 

from interval cycles while incorporating imitation between the hands to produce a 

cacophonous collection of his own birdsongs. Although both hands are marked forte 

and staccato, the right hand is marked leggiero e brillante, con effetto, while the left hand 

is marked poco grotesco, ma leggiero. This can be seen as Adès giving musical attributes 

to the variation of shapes, sizes, and weights of the birds dedicated in Eliot’s text. 

     In the first section of mm. 1-24, the only deviation from the E major arpeggio falls 

on the lines “at dawn and dusk” and “at noon.”  This text can be seen as signifying 

different stages of life as well as places in time; dawn is symbolic of youth, dusk 

implies the twilight years of old age, and noon is that of adulthood. The words dawn, 

dusk, and noon resonate on a lower F, a note that is very distantly related to E-

major.  With these words we see the texture change as well as the modality. For 

example, at m. 5 the soprano is singing a low F, which is far away from the repeated 

“quick quick” of the preceding E-major material.  The vocal dynamic is now marked 

mezzo-forte, contrasting with the forte seen at the beginning of the piece.  The piano 

changes as well, from a staccato texture to that of a legatissimo one. Fig. 7.3 shows 

how Adès once more employs interval cycles to generate his musical material by 

using a descending interval cycle 1 in the right hand and an ascending interval cycle 

2 in the left hand.  The dynamic in the piano is also suddenly pianissimo.  
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Fig. 7.3  – “Cape Ann,” m. 5 

 
 

     Adès characterizes the “at noon” section with low Fs in the voice and a subito 

pianissimo mixture of interval cycles in the piano. In Fig. 7.4 we see the right hand 

ascending by interval cycle 3 while the left hand descends by interval cycle 4. 

Fig. 7.4 – The use of ascending and descending interval cycles in mm. 9-10 

 

 
     The last deviation from the  “quick quick” texture occurs in mm. 23-26 with the 

text “O greet in silence the bullbat.” Beginning on “in silence,” the voice has a molto 
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diminuendo down to piano while the piano is marked pianississimo subito.  The voice 

continues to descend down to a low B-flat while the piano is again governed by 

interval cycles.  Fig. 7.5 shows how the right hand descends by interval cycle 5 while 

the left hand ascends by interval cycle 5.      

Fig. 7.5 – The utilization of interval cycle 5 in mm. 23-25 

 

 
Fig. 7.5 also demonstrates how the two hands cross in a style reminiscent of the hand 

crossing used in “New Hampshire.”  Other qualities that are reminiscent of “New 

Hampshire” can be seen in Fig. 7.6. Here Adès takes the vocal line of “Cape Ann” 

that begins in the regular E-major triad and creates a pivot point on the G-sharp. 

Once reaching the G-sharp, the melody proceeds to descend using the same 

increasing interval procedure of Adès’ ‘signature scale’ that was originally presented 

in first movement.  
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Fig. 7.6 – Adès’ use of the ‘signature scale’ in mm. 23-25 

 

It is at this point of the piece through its conclusion that Adès brings back motivic 

elements and compositional techniques utilized from the preceding movements.  

After the first “quick quick” section, the next section marked poco tranquillo runs from 

mm. 27-34.  Like “Rannoch, by Glencoe,” “Cape Ann” also implements interval 

cycles in a fundamental way. This is apparent in Fig. 7.7. In this example, the voice 

ascends by interval cycle 5 while the material in the piano is generated from interval 

cycle 1 through 5. Here we see the voice moving from a D-flat using interval cycle 5 

to reach a B-flat. The right hand of the piano moves in an ascending gesture utilizing 

interval cycles 5, 4 and 2. The left hand parallels the motion of the voice and right 

hand by moving through interval cycles 3 and 1. 
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Fig. 7.7  – Interval cycles in “Cape Ann,” mm. 27-29 

 

Fig. 7.8 demonstrates how Adès unifies the entire piece by using increasing interval 

gestures, bringing back his ‘signature scale’ in mm. 31-34.  

Fig. 7.8  – ‘Signature scale’ in “Cape Ann,” mm. 31-34 

 

     The use of expanding intervals can also be found in the piano part in mm. 35-36. 

This section begins with minor-second dyads reminiscent of the ones used in “Usk.” 

The E-major sonority returns in m. 39 accompanying the text “the seagull.” 
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However, the “Quick quick” birdsong material presented in the piano in m. 41 

quickly dissipates and leads us into the last line.   

     Eliot’s concluding line “The palaver is finished,” not only signifies the end of the 

poem and the conclusion of the poetic set, it more importantly signifies a completion 

to the speaker’s spiritual journey.  With “Cape Ann,” the soul’s earthly existence has 

been renounced for another destination. Adès uses m. 14 of “Virginia,” to 

foreshadow not only “Cape Ann’s” musical content, but to also provide commentary 

on the spiritual decision reached at the cycle’s end.  For Eliot and Adès, “Virginia’s” 

movement symbolized a discontented soul, immobilized by spiritual indecision.  

This immobility was reflected through both the river’s symbolic meaning and the 

limited intervallic scope given to the melodic gestures. It is fitting then that the m. 14 

of “Virginia” foreshadows the final movement, and the same material is then boldly 

quoted with the concluding text of the piece. Fig. 7.9 demonstrates the relationship 

between “Virginia’s” m. 14 and its connection to mm. 43-44 of “Cape Ann”. 

Fig. 7.9 – “Virginia” and its connection to “Cape Ann,” mm. 43-44  

 

In Eliot’s poetic Landscapes the speaker has reached a definitive conclusion. 

However, in Adès’ musical landscape, a definitive conclusion is not reached by any 

means. By recalling “Virginia’s” lifeless waters, albeit hidden under the soprano 

vocal line, Adès’ musical landscape holds more than just a hint of indecision as to 
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where and what will be the soul’s concluding journey upon death. We see this 

indecision in Fig. 7.10 when Adès scores and recalls the notes presented in 

“Virginia’s” m. 14. Adès intersperses grouping of notes taken from “Virginia’s” m. 

14 throughout the entire concluding section, both in the vocal and piano lines. To 

further illustrate the connection between the two sections, “Virginia’s” notes are 

placed at the exact original pitch level of their initial presentation.  

Fig. 7.10 – “Virginia’s” m. 14 and its connection to “Cape Ann” 
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     In spite of the euphoria and energy that inhabits the majority of “Cape Ann,” 

Adès concludes this movement and the entirety of his cycle with a quadruple piano. 

Unlike the opening movement, which indicates the sound should be sempre quasi in 

sogno, Adès clearly indicates that this musical ending should fade into complete 

nothingness. With the poetic and musical ending to the cycle, the soul has been 

examined in both positive and negative conditions.  Its earthly existence has been 

renounced for another destination, and, with his succinctness of text (“The palaver is 

finished”), Eliot shows that there is really nothing more that needs to be discussed.94 

Adès’ fading tremolo in the piano reflectively concurs. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
94 Hargrove, 128. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION 

 
     Although composed at various points in their careers, Landscapes and Five Eliot 

Landscapes both demonstrate the detailed constructivist manner in which Eliot and 

Adès go about their craft.  In spite of the ingenuity and degree of specificity to which 

they build upon and manipulate concepts and motives, their work remains 

enigmatic, leaving Five Eliot Landscapes a difficult song cycle to decipher. There are 

three main conclusions that arise through the study of this work. 

     The first conclusion is that both Eliot and Adès use their respective works as 

etudes in the development and exploration of the techniques that would become 

fundamental components as well as compositional signatures in the path of their 

future works. With Eliot, Landscapes is not only the precursor to Four Quartets, but a 

platform in which he explores and creates ‘musical poetry.’  

     For Adès, Five Eliot Landscapes is a platform where the five main compositional 

concepts and techniques of interval cycles, Nancarrow tempo canons, musical 

homages, musical quotation, and the creation of a distinct compositional signature 

scale are established and explored. Adès first introduces all of these five main 

concepts in “New Hampshire,” allowing for the re-introduction and permutation of 

these techniques in subsequent movements.   

     The final movement of “Cape Ann,” is a climactic demonstration of the facility 

and complexity in which Adès implements his five compositional components. For 

example, interval cycles first presented through a homophonic parallelism in the first 
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movement appear in polyrhythmic contrary motion in the last. Adès’ signature scale 

is again presented within the texture of a musical homage to Olivier Messiaen, while 

the concept of musical quotation has now evolved from quoting other composers, to 

Adès quoting himself. The utilization of these concepts superimposed on one 

another, combined with the additional elements of rhythmic complexity, create a 

conceptual equivalent of a Nancarrow canon, as well as an acoustical and rhythmic 

portrayal possessing these attributes. 

     In viewing Five Eliot Landscapes as compositional etudes, a second conclusion 

arises.  Eliot scholar Hansen astutely pointed out that Landscapes incorporates lyric 

songs and internal rhythms, as well as an ingenious assortment and implementation 

of literary techniques  “balancing and chiming against each other” to create a new 

form of poetry, that of ‘musical poetry.’ Some comparison can be made with Adès in 

creating a new form of composition. Adès creates a new form of late 20th century 

music by implementing his musical language through the “balancing and chiming 

against each other” of his signature scale, uses of musical quotations, and 

implementation of interval cycles, all exploited within the frame-work of internal 

rhythms and Nancarrow tempo canons. The comparison can also be made that Eliot 

created  ‘musical poetry’ by also referencing literary predecessors within the poetic 

cycle. Adès’ compositional cycle mirrors this technique, in creating late 20th century 

language through the homages paid to past musical figures and their works found in 

his musical cycle. 
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     The poetic meaning of the text and the ties to which they are linked to the music 

present the third conclusion. Eliot scholar Williamson pointed out that Landscapes 

could be viewed as a “spiritual history,” alternating between positive and negative 

states of the soul. Adès supports this viewpoint by musically illustrating a positive 

state of the soul through action, and illustrating a negative state of the soul through 

the compositional depiction of the properties of a landscape. The predominant 

musical theme in “New Hampshire” is that of children at play on a swing. This is 

portrayed through the Nancarrow tempo canons uses of his signature scale. The 

predominant action in the third movement of “Usk” is walking, exemplified through 

the implementation of mirror images and half-step motives. The final movement’s 

message of being “quick” to make use of life, is portrayed through the action of birds 

chirping, acoustically demonstrated in the musical and textual assonance of this 

action, further supplemented by the musical homage to Messiaen’s birds. Ironically, 

in this movement Adès is also “quick” to put into action all of his five main 

compositional techniques that were implemented in prior movements. For the 

movements displaying negative states of souls, Adès picks a landscape’s feature to be 

the predominant motive of the movement. In “Virginia” the immobile and non-life-

giving qualities of the river are depicted through the restricted and permutated 

intervallic qualities of the narrow ‘red river’ motive. In “Rannoch, by Glencoe,” 

Adès compositionally depicts the austerity and deadly qualities of the cliffs through 

stacked dyads of his signature scale incorporated through variations of interval cycles 

while making a musical reference to Messiaen. 
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     On a final note, many scholars have compared Adès to the great composers of the 

past.  Music reviewer Andrew Porter even declared Adès “a musical creator in the 

line of Thomas Tallis, Henry Purcell and Benjamin Britten.”95 With Adès’ 

remarkable accomplishments, ongoing progressive explorations, and promising 

future, it is no surprise that critics bestow him with high praise. In response to the 

burden of responsibility placed on him, Adès recently stated: “I’ve stopped believing 

in the past. You have to think of the great composers as your friends.  They might be 

frightening friends, but still friends anyway.”96  With this in mind, it is again 

interesting to observe that each movement of Five Eliot Landscapes bears the initials of 

one of these ‘friends.’ Definitive musical characteristics, coupled with the preface to 

the score, have confirmed that the initials O.M. and G.K are dedications to Olivier 

Messiaen (“Cape Ann”) and Gyorgy Kurtág (“Rannoch, by Glencoe”). This 

research, including correspondence with Adès scholar Edward Venn and soprano 

Valdine Anderson (who premiered Five Eliot Landscapes) was unable to authenticate 

the remaining homages.  Many speculate that the initials R.S. in “Virginia” are a 

dedication to Adès’ teacher, Robert Saxton. The initials G.R.B. (“New Hampshire”) 

and S.B. in (“Usk”) are yet unknown, and remain a mystery to be uncovered by 

future Adès scholars. 

     In understanding the poetic and compositional components of Five Eliot 

Landscapes, one is able to understand the fundamental techniques utilized by its 

                                                
95 Andrew Porter, “Soaring Beyond the Bars,” Times Online (London), 6 April 2007. 
http://timesonline.com. Accessed 10 March 2009. 
96 Culshaw, accessed February 15, 2009. 
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creators. For both Adès and Eliot, these techniques were taken on a microcosmic 

scale and incorporated and magnified to their larger counterparts, Eliot’s Four 

Quartets and Adès’ Grawemeyer Award winning work, Aslya.  In spite of the 

demands it places on its listeners and interpreters, Five Eliot Landscapes is a late 20th 

century art song cycle of substantial importance, meriting the performance and 

scrutiny of current and future generations.  
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APPENDIX  

PERMISSION 

 

 
From: Anthony Davie <Anthony.Davie@fabermusic.com> 
Date: Fri, Aug 14, 2009 at 4:19 AM 
Subject: Thomas Adès' Five Eliot Landscapes 
 
 
Dear Stella, 
  
Thank you very much for your email. We're very happy to hear that you wish to 
reproduce excerpts of Thomas Ades 'Five Eliot Landscapes, Op.1' in 
your doctoral dissertation and I'm writing to confirm that you have our permission to 
proceed. 
  
Please can you make sure that you reproduce the following credit in the index or 
appropriate place: 
  
Excerpts from Thomas Ades 'Five Eliot Landscapes, Op.1' reproduced by permission 
of Faber Music Limited. 
  
If you move on to having your dissertation published, please can you let us know. 
  
All best wishes with your project! 
  
Yours, 
Anthony 
  
Anthony Davie 
Acting Copyright & Royalty Tracking Manager 
Faber Music Ltd 
Bloomsbury House 
74-77 Great Russell Street 
London  WC1B 3DA 
T: +44 (0)20 7908 5323 
F: +44 (0)20 7908 5339 
E: anthony.davie@fabermusic.com 
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