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This paper presents a discussion of functional silence in contemporary classical music 

with a particular focus on the music of Salvatore Sciarrino and Jürg Frey, two composers whose 

drastically-contrasting bodies of work both occupy the interstitial space between the audible and 

inaudible. To begin, I address three main questions: what are the functions of silence in a musical 

context, how do the characteristics of a work affect our perception of these silences, and how do 

these functions relate to our perception of music on the edge of silence.  In answering these first 

two questions, I discuss three categories of silence---temporal, spatial, and gestural---which I use 

in a silence-centric analyses of Sciarrino's Let me die before I wake, Allegoria della notte, and 

Infinito Nero, as well as Frey's Streichquarttet III.  To further apply these concepts to music on 

the edge of silence, I provide a fourth category---timbral silence---which describes the perception 

of absence or silence within the presence of sound and allows for the application of existing 

functional principles of silence to sounding events.  In turn, this allows us to understand the 

music of Sciarrino and Frey in terms of timbral completion and timbral dissolution, respectively. 

Having established a theoretical framework for understanding the function of silence, the second 

half of this paper discusses the composition of A Moment on the In-between, my 2018 work for 

string quartet, with a focus on the intentional application of these principles of functional silence 

within the piece. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

It was after I got to Boston that I went into the anechoic chamber at 
Harvard University…in that silent room, I heard two sounds, one high and 
one low. Afterward I asked the engineer in charge why, if the room was so 
silent, I had heard two sounds…He said, “The high one was your nervous 
system in operation. The low one was your blood in circulation.” 

John Cage 

John Cage’s trip to the anechoic chamber is often viewed as a key point in the 

establishment of his revolutionary views on silence and is generally considered to be a primary 

impetus in the creation of his most famous (or to some, infamous) work, 4’33”.1  The piece 

features any number of performers, all of whom sit tacitly through the piece’s three movements, 

spanning the titular duration.  While its primary contribution to contemporary music is its 

emancipation of noise into a musical context, 4’33” carries with it the burden of the unquiet 

silence of the anechoic chamber and the idea that pure silence exists only in theory—that silence 

is filled by the sound around it. 

The impact of Cage’s conceptualizations of silence and noise can be seen throughout the 

field of music composition, with entire genres, styles, and schools of thought centered around 

sound and silence as primary materials in the processes of composition. Within this world, there 

are two composers whose works exhibit a particular devotion to this Cagean notion of pregnant 

silence:  Swiss composer Jürg Frey and Italian composer Salvatore Sciarrino.  In his writings, 

Frey directly references Cage as a point of inspiration not only for him, but also for the 

Wandelweiser collective.2  This multinational group of composers, musicians, and artists was 

                                                 
1 Douglas Kahn, "John Cage: Silence and Silencing," The Musical Quarterly 81, no. 4 (1997): 581. 
2 Michael Pisaro, “Wandelweiser,” erstwords (blog), September 23, 2009, 
http://erstwords.blogspot.com/2009/09/wandelweiser.html. 
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formed in 1992—the year of Cage’s death—by composers Antoine Beuger and Burkhard 

Schlothauer, and is directly associated with the prodigious use of silence.3  While conversations 

regarding the work of Sciarrino do not generally implicate Cage as an inspiration, the ripples of 

his influence can be seen in Sciarrino’s writings on the silences embedded within his works:  

“For in absolute terms silence does not exist. Even in an empty room there are still heartbeats.”4  

This sentiment in this quote from Sciarrino directly echoes—and perhaps even references—

Cage’s experience in the anechoic chamber and solidifies the connection between the two 

composers. 

Although Frey and Sciarrino are so closely linked via the premium they place on silence 

as a compositional device, their bodies of work could hardly be more stylistically disparate, 

existing at two polarized extremes of the music of near-silence.  The music of Frey and many of 

the Wandelweiser composers is characterized by sparse, static textures with an emphasis on 

barely perceptible differences over expansive durations.5  In contrast, Sciarrino’s music is often 

characterized by a soft but unquiet intensity likened in the composer’s own words to “a volcano 

viewed from afar.”6  These clearly audible differences are traceable back to the composers’ 

respective approaches to silence.  Unfortunately, however, conventional analytical techniques 

prove insufficient to describe in detail the reasons for these differences between the listener’s 

perception of silences in the works of Sciarrino and Frey—silences which would appear on the 

surface to be identical.  Towards this end, it is necessary to develop some sort of understanding 

                                                 
3 G. Douglas Barrett, "The Silent Network—The Music of Wandelweiser," Contemporary Music Review 30, no. 6 
(December 2011): 449. 
4 Salvatore Sciarrino, “Entretien avec Salvatore Sciarrino,” Propos recueillis par M. Kaltenecker et G. 
Pesson, Entretemps 9 (December 1990): 137. 
5 Pisaro, “Wandelweiser.”  
6 Salvatore Sciarrino, “Entretien avec Salvatore Sciarrino”: 135–142. 
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of the functional nature of silence, or the effect of silence in its various forms on the listener.  

Once this framework is established, it will be possible to provide a detailed analysis of the 

fundamental differences between the music of these two composers working on the edge of 

silence. 

Surprisingly, given the current prominence of silence as a compositional material, 

research and writing on the functional nature of these silences is fairly minimal.  While the field 

may be sparse, there are some generally accepted principles, and even some commonly described 

functions.  First, it is agreed upon that—in a particularly Cagean manner—silence is distinct 

from the lack of sound in that silence achieves function from context; to quote theorist Thomas 

Clifton, “If silence is distinguishable from nothingness, it is because silence is fundamentally not 

autonomous.”7   

Considering the various musical contexts in which silence occurs, several scholars have 

suggested labels under which functional silences may be classified.  In theorist Jennifer Judkins’ 

dissertation on the aesthetics of musical silence, she groups silences under the headings of 

“framing silences” and “intrinsic silences.”  Framing silences occur around the edges of the work 

and create the illusion of virtual space and time in which a work exists.  These include pre-

performance silences, as well as those silences between movements and at the conclusion of 

performances.8  Intrinsic silences, on the other hand, occur within the individual movements9 and 

relate to the surrounding material either to previous material “retrodictively,”10 oncoming 

                                                 
7 Thomas Clifton, "The Poetics of Musical Silence," The Musical Quarterly 62, no. 2 (April 1976): 163. 
8 Jennifer Judkins, “The Aesthetics of Musical Silence: Virtual Time, Virtual Space, and the Role of the Performer,” 
Ph.D. diss. (University of California, Los Angeles, 1987): 46. 
9 Ibid., 52. 
10 Ibid., 54. 
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material “predictively,”11 or independent of material “juxtadictively.”12  Of these intrinsic 

classes, retrodictive and predictive silences are referenced in Clifton’s work (silence as 

suspension and anticipation, respectively)13 and the work of Kristina Knowles (as continuation 

and anacrusis).14   

Thomas Clifton’s earlier approach to categorization proves much more thorough, 

encompassing Judkin’s entire description under the heading of “temporal silences,” while 

introducing two additional categories of silence, “spatial” and “gestural.”15  It should be noted 

that, while the term “spatial” has now become associated with the idea of music that is situated in 

or around a particular space or location, Clifton uses it to refer to registral space, or where 

sounds occur within the range of audible frequencies.16  One particularly clear example of the 

presence of registral silence can be found in the exposition of a fugue.  The initial presentation of 

a fugue subject delineates the registral boundaries of the first voice, and the corresponding 

silence outside of these boundaries creates the registral space to be filled by the entries of 

subsequent voices.  Instrumental texture also presents the opportunity for registral silence.  For 

instance, the sudden thinning-out of an orchestral texture to reveal a soloist creates an absence in 

the registral space that both emphasizes the presence of the solo line and suggests the eventual 

return of the full ensemble texture. 

Gestural silences, however, behave as motion within lines of sound or arise as a result of 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 92. 
12 Ibid., 67. 
13 Clifton, 165–6. 
14 Kristina Leigh Knowles, “The Boundaries of Meter and the Subjective Experience of Time in Post-Tonal, 
Unmetered Music,” Ph.D. diss. (Northwestern University, 2016): 253–6. 
15 Clifton, 163. 
16 Clifton, 171–4. 
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the changing prominence of a single line within a larger texture.17  In the example presented by 

Clifton from Elliott Carter’s Piano Concerto, as the piano decrescendos it is gradually 

overwhelmed by the increasingly-prominent cluster of strings, disguising the piano’s eventual 

absence.  Upon the conclusion of the cluster figure and the reentrance of the piano on the same 

insistent F-natural, the listener perceives the piano line as having been present “beyond the 

threshold of audibility" during the instrument’s actual silence.18  That being said, any particular 

silence need not be restricted to a single category.  In fact, many of the registral and gestural 

silences discussed so far can be understood as having a temporal function, be it intrinsic or 

framing.   

While the works of both Sciarrino and Frey exhibit many of the same types of registral, 

gestural, and framing silences, the “volcano” that is Sciarrino’s music is characterized by the 

preponderance of predictive silences as opposed to the abundant retrodictive silences present 

Frey’s music. 

 

1.1 Let Me Die Before I Wake 

An example of the constant application of predictive silences in Sciarrino’s music can be 

Let Me Die Before I Wake, his 1984 work for B-flat clarinet.  Admittedly, this piece is hardly 

silent in the traditional sense; in fact, over the course of the entire eight-minute work there are 

only a select few notated rests, of which none are written longer than a single quarter note in 

duration.  Nonetheless, this work is undeniably permeated by an almost tangible sense of silence, 

stemming from two main sources: Sciarrino’s abundant application of extremely soft dynamic 

                                                 
17 Clifton, 178–9. 
18 Clifton, 179-81. 
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markings and the numerous registral silences endemic to the work’s primary gestural material, an 

instance of which is provided in Example 1. 

Of those two causes, Sciarrino’s choice of dynamics exhibits the most obvious 

consequences.  The majority of the dynamics are written at pianississimo (ppp) and pianissimo 

(pp) with occurrences of any dynamic markings louder than piano reserved for the clarinet’s 

short, sharp, and startling multiphonic interjections.  Additionally, Sciarrino specifies that each 

harmonic tremolo gesture should crescendo from and diminuendo to “nothing” (dal niente and al 

niente).  This is shown via the addition of open circles—notably similar in appearance to the 

symbol used to denote harmonics within the piece—at the pointed end of each hairpin as seen in 

Example 1.  While these dynamics are not entirely silent, they carry with them the heavy 

impression and implication of silence, especially in the niente case.  On the other hand, the 

concept of registral silences and their impact on the listener’s perception of a piece is 

significantly less straightforward. 

Example 1. Excerpt from Salvatore Sciarrino, Let Me Die Before I Wake: per clarinetto in si 
bemolle (Milano: Ricordi, 1984) 

 
 

In the case of Let Me Die Before I Wake, there are two distinct registers in which material 

occurs: the clarinet’s chalumeau register—from the lowest note on the clarinet to B-flat4, and the 

clarinet’s altissimo register—from C6 up through the remainder of the clarinet’s range.  These 

two registers are separated by at least one octave, with the pitches used in Let me die before I 
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wake being no closer than an octave plus a fifth at any point between registers.  In Figure 1, 

registral silence is present when the performer transitions from the fundamental (chalumeau) 

pitches to the overblown harmonic (altissimo) and vice versa. 

In his explanation of registral silences, Clifton Thomas notes that “[t]here are moments 

when silence is felt as a pressure or an obstruction, resisting the intention of a sounding part to 

move from one register to another.”19  The particular type of registral silence described in this 

statement suggests a predictive quality, as this silence relates to the possibility and even the 

eventuality of a later sound.  This type of registral resistance can be heard quite literally in Let 

me die before I wake due to the nature of the primary gesture, as the clear presence of any 

particular pitch, let alone register, traditionally precludes the sounding of another.  In order to 

achieve the required effect, the performer must fight against the obstruction of the clarinet’s 

physical construction.  This conflict is represented audibly to the listener through the wavering 

uncertainty of the harmonic pitches—thanks in part to the difficulty of playing ppp in this 

register—and the addition of noise elements to the otherwise pure sound of the clarinet. 

While it may not be audible evidence, Sciarrino’s method of notating the transition 

between registers also suggests a predictive classification of the registral silence.  As is the case 

in Figure 1, the presence of an arrow suggests a certain directionality or hierarchy within the 

music.  For example, when transitioning from the fundamentals to the harmonic, the combined 

trajectory of the two arrows suggests that the goal of the gesture is a return to the fundamentals, a 

goal which is impossible without the presence of silence within that register.  Therefore, the 

purpose of that registral silence is to allow for a return to the chalumeau register. 

 

                                                 
19 Thomas Clifton, "The Poetics of Musical Silence," The Musical Quarterly 62, no. 2 (April 1976): 171–2. 
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1.2 A Generalist Approach 

The application of this type of silence-centric analysis to each composer’s oeuvre reveals 

three primary techniques or characteristics employed by both Sciarrino and Frey, with their 

particular uses of these techniques resulting in the drastically different manner in which silences 

are perceived within their bodies of works.  

 

1.2.1 Dynamics 

The simplest and most obvious shared characteristic is the profuse application of 

intensely quiet dynamic markings which can range from the traditional p and pp to as soft as 

ppppp, with instances of the ppppp dynamic found in Let me die before I wake as well as in Jürg 

Frey’s Streichquartett III (2010-2014).  While this may appear to be a trivial observation, the 

function of these dynamics and the silences that they represent differs drastically in the presence 

or absence of louder dynamics elsewhere in the piece.  Take, for instance, the aforementioned 

forte outbursts of the clarinet multiphonics in Let me die before I wake.  The quiet tension of the 

registral transitions is under the constant threat of loud, violent outbursts of sound as though the 

implied silence is merely a prelude to the interjection of noise.  This could hardly be farther from 

the case in Frey’s Streichquartett III, in which the loudest notated dynamic is the initial 

pianissimo. 

 

1.2.2 Rhythm, Duration, and Meter 

Rhythm and duration also play a crucial role in our perception of the function of silences, 

arising as a direct result of the way that listeners perceive and understand meter.  In her 

dissertation, “The Boundaries of Meter and the Subjective Experience of Time in Post-Tonal, 
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Unmetered Music,” Kristina Leigh Knowles presents four modes of attending to meter based on 

Danuta Mirka’s “parallel multiple analysis model” of metric listening.20  In Mirka’s model, the 

understanding of meter occurs in two simultaneous phases, “Searching for meter” and 

“Maintaining meter."21  The first two modes proposed by Knowles, “Searching for meter—an 

unmetered context” and “Searching for meter—metric potential” relate directly to the first stage 

of Mirka’s model and serve to provide the grounds for establishing meter.   

In mode 1, the listener is actively concerned with establishing a sense of periodicity.  

This is accomplished through the fulfillment of what Mirka terms the “hypothesis of regularity”: 

if two successive pulses occur at a particular temporal separation, a third pulse is predicted or 

hypothesized to follow at an identical separation from the second pulse.22,23  Once periodicity is 

established, the listener proceeds to mode 2 in which they attempt to identify hierarchal 

relationships between the pulses.24  Given the presence of these metrical cues, a meter is 

established and attention is shifted to mode 3, “Maintaining meter—metrical emergence,” the 

task of ensuring that successive pulses coincide with the expectations generated from modes 1 

and 2.25  The final mode, “Metrical Re-emergence—memory for meter,” assumes the eventual 

dissolution of the meter present in mode 3, and occurs (as one might expect from the title) with 

the re-emergence of that particular meter. In the case of these re-emergences, each recurrence 

increases the speed with which the listener is capable of establishing a prevailing meter.26 

                                                 
20 Kristina Leigh Knowles, “The Boundaries of Meter and the Subjective Experience of Time in Post-Tonal, 
Unmetered Music,” Ph.D. diss. (Northwestern University, 2016): 124. 
21 Ibid., 125. 
22 Ibid., 131. 
23 Ibid., 125. 
24 Ibid., 133. 
25 Ibid., 139. 
26 Ibid., 145. 
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Example 2. Salvatore Sciarrino, Infinito Nero (Milano: Ricordi, 1998): mm. 7–9.  Instruments 
from top to bottom: flute, oboe, clarinet, and violin.  Brackets indicate predictive units, with 
dotted lines highlighting departures from predicted events. 

 

The application of this model to Sciarrino’s Infinito Nero (1998)—particularly the section 

from mm. 7–41, featuring a trio of flute, oboe, and clarinet (Example 2)—demonstrates the 

importance of meter to the listener’s perception of silence.  This passage is characterized by 

extremely short, quiet tongue rams separated by complete silence and alternating between the 

flute and clarinet while passing through the oboe in either direction.  Entering the first mode of 

attending to meter, the listener attempts to establish a sense of periodicity within the music.  The 

first opportunity for regularity occurs after the clarinet tongue ram in m. 7.  As the clarinet 

tongue ram is separated from the flutes by nine 32nd rests, the listener predicts a third tongue ram 

to follow the clarinet’s by a further nine 32nd rests.  However, as the clarinet barely divides the 

notated meter asymmetrically, the hypothesis is thwarted and the listener remains in mode 1.  

The next suggestion of periodicity comes after the clarinet and oboe tongue rams in m. 8.  Here, 

the listener has been presented with two pairs of identical attacks separated by two pairs of 

silences of identical duration and projects a third pairing equidistant from the third (m. 9).  The 

hypothesis is confirmed with arrival of the next clarinet tongue ram before being immediately 

contradicted by the offset attack of the oboe which fails to exhibit any discernable pattern or 
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consistent separation of the prevailing flute/clarinet pairing for the remainder of the section.  As 

a result of this inability to establish a consistent meter, the listener is forced to constantly restart 

mode 1, generating a new projection with each successive sounding event.27  Consequently, the 

separating silences must be considered unquestionably predictive in function.  

Example 3. Excerpt from Jürg Frey, Streichquartett 3, ew 02.136 (Edition Wandelweiser 2014). 

 

In contrast, Jürg Frey’s Streichquartett III (Example 3) proceeds to the third mode of 

listening almost immediately.  The opening section of the piece consists entirely of five-beat-

long chords separated by two-beat-long rests meaning that by the third chord, the hypothesis of 

regularity is confirmed.  The listener then proceeds to mode 2, during which a 7/4 meter is 

almost immediately established.28  Because they are perceived as comprising a single metric unit, 

an immediate relationship is formed between the chord and the rest; because the chord/rest 

grouping is initiated by the sounding event of the chord, the ensuing silence is necessarily 

retrodictive.  While the actual metric groupings may change over time, each new metric grouping 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 130-1. 
28 Note that, while there are a variety of ways of dividing the opening chord/rest combination—e.g. (3+2+2)/4, 
(5+2)/4—each interpretation results in the overall impression of 7/4. 



13 
 

is similarly easy to establish due to the abundance of rhythmic repetition, preserving the rest’s 

retrodictive function. 

 

1.2.3 Timbral Silence 

The final—and by far the most significant—commonality between the music of Sciarrino 

and Frey is their integration of a profusion of extended techniques ranging from basic string 

harmonics to unconventional bowings and complex multiphonics. These effects are not only 

strikingly dramatic, but they are also incredibly effective in communicating a sense of silence 

which defies any of the aforementioned taxonomies of temporal, spatial, and gestural.  Towards 

this end, I would suggest an additional classification: the timbral silence.  Unlike these previous 

categories, timbral silences are not necessarily related to the pitch or presence of a particular 

sound but rather to the quality or timbre of that sound.  A concrete example of these silences can 

best be seen through the use of techniques pioneered by spectral composers like Tristan Murail 

and Gerard Grisey, an understanding of which in turn requires a basic knowledge of some of the 

physical properties of sound.   

To begin with, any and all sounds are composed of sound waves which pass through the 

air with various wavelengths, frequencies, and amplitudes.  The ear then receives these waves, 

translating them into electrical impulses, which are then interpreted by the brain.  Pitch, as we 

understand it in music, is directly related to the frequency of these sound waves, with lower 

frequencies equating to lower notes and higher pitches to higher notes.  While some pitches—

sine tones, for example—contain only one fundamental frequency, most are composed of a 

number of frequencies all vibrating together at differing levels of intensity.  The lowest of these 
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frequencies is generally referred to as the “fundamental,” with the higher frequencies being 

“partials” above the fundamental frequency.   

In most instruments of defined pitch, the majority of partials present in the instrument’s 

sound are harmonic; the distribution of that sound’s partials above a fundamental frequency 

more or less follows the harmonic series (a sequence of ratios which evenly divide the 

fundamental into smaller waves).  The unique timbral characteristic of a particular instrument is 

determined by the presence and amplitude of these partials; for example, the sound of a clarinet 

is characterized by the prevalence of odd partials and the lack of even partials, likening the 

overall timbre to that of a square wave oscillator. 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure 1a. Sonogram of the note B5 as played on a violin 
ordinario 

 Figure 1b. Sonogram of the note B5 played as a violin 
harmonic 

 

With this in mind, it is possible to understand timbral silence in relation to registral 

silence.  Just as the sudden absence of a particular register creates the expectation of that 

register’s return, so too does the absence of particular partials or spectra suggest their eventual 

reappearance.  For example, consider Figures 1a and 1b, two separate spectral analyses of the 

note B5 as played on the violin.  While both sonograms describe the same pitch, Figure 1b is the 

result of a harmonic whereas Figure 1a is played on the string as normal.  This shows that the 

fundamental difference between these two forms of the same note is the presence or absence of 
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higher partials, with the B5 ordinario visibly featuring as high as the nineteenth partial and the 

B5 harmonic restricted to just the first five.  

The consequence of this timbral silence can be keenly heard following the opening 

measures of Sciarrino’s Allegoria della notte (1985; see Example 4).  Here, the registral silence 

which stems from the sudden absence of the orchestra in m. 16 is intensified by the violinist’s 

vacillation between the ordinario and harmonic B6.  This intensification is a result of the timbral 

silence of the harmonic, which creates a spectral space that needs to be filled.  This absence is 

mirrored with the brief entrance of the strings in m. 21.  Along with the quiet harmonics, m. 21 

also features a fast, unmeasured tremolo figure.  Due to the intensely quiet dynamics, the rapid 

bowing of the tremolo is laden with the audible rasping sound of the bow against the string, 

introducing a prominent noise element. 

Example 4. Excerpt from Salvatore Sciarrino, Allegoria della notte (Milano: Ricordi, 1985): mm. 
19-22. 
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These types of noise elements are also present in the aforementioned section of Infinito 

Nero, accompanying the barely-distinguishable pitch of the notated tongue rams.  In this 

instance, the noise elements come from the sound of unfocused breath being forced through the 

three instruments as well as the percussive sound of the tongue hitting the tone hole or reed.  

Both the noise sounds of the tremolo and the noise sounds of the tongue rams (Figure 2) are 

composed of primarily inharmonic spectra,29 obscuring the few remaining harmonic frequencies 

and allowing for the perception of a timbral silence that bears striking similarity to a gestural 

silence.  Just as gestural silences can be formed through the changing prominence of a single line 

within a larger texture, this timbral silence is formed through the changing prominence of the 

inharmonic spectra over the harmonic spectra. 

Figure 2. Sonogram of Sciarrino’s Infinito Nero m. 7 beat 1 

It should be noted that, while this spectral approach can be used to provide a graphical 

representation of timbral silences, the perception of a particular timbral silence does not depend 

entirely on its spectral content.  Rather, this method is significant because it demonstrates that, 

                                                 
29 Joshua Fineberg, “Guide to the Basic Concepts and Techniques of Spectral Music,” Contemporary Music Review 
19, no. 2 (2000): 91. 
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within a single sound, there can be both a presence and an absence.  In fact, this idea of silence 

as a qualitative element of sound is mirrored in the terms that are often used to describe works 

that draw heavily upon such silences.  For instance, descriptors like “ethereal” or “distant” carry 

with them the undeniable connotation of absence—of silence within sound. 

Similar silences to those in the aforementioned works can be heard prominently 

throughout Jürg Frey’s catalogue of works as well, with his Streichquartett II and Streichquartett 

III representing particularly salient examples.  For the entirety of the 30-minute-long 

Streichquartett II, the ensemble plays exclusively col legno tratto—or with the wood of the bow 

instead of the hair—wrapping the bowed pitches in a thick coat of noise, while Streichquartett III 

features high string harmonics throughout the piece.  Whereas the timbre of the harmonics and 

col legno tratto may be similar to their counterparts in the Sciarrino, the function of these 

implied silences are wildly different. 

In both cases, the differences in function can be attributed to the context in which the 

silences occur.  In Allegoria della notte and Infinito Nero, both instances of timbral silence are 

either preceded by or juxtaposed with notes which represent a timbral completion—by the 

ordinario B in Allegoria della notte, and by the comparatively harmonic sound of the string 

instruments in Infinito Nero—predicting the eventual resolution from timbral silence to sound.  

This is especially true in the case of Allegoria della notte, where the timbral silence of the 

harmonics directly parallels the registral silence that finds an uneasy conclusion with the 

eventual arrival of the full orchestra and the return of the ordinario melody.  In the case of Frey’s 

Streichquartett III, however, events begin at this timbral halfway point between sound and 

silence and are immediately bolstered by the retrodictive rests, suggesting that—unlike in the 

Sciarrino—absence is the initial state of the music and that the silence that we get between 
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chords is not only the goal of the piece, but that it is also present within even the sounding 

events.  This sense of ever-present silence directly parallels Frey’s own description of the work 

as a “silent architecture” and “quiet presence.”30 

 

  

                                                 
30 Jürg Frey, program notes for Streichquartett III, (Edition Wandelweiser, 2014). 
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Chapter 2 

A Moment on the In-Between 

Taking into account these principles of functional silence, the goal of A Moment on the 

In-between is to create a work that provides a synthesis of the two main functional perceptions of 

silence, predictive and retrodictive.  The work is split into two main sections, “Contact” and 

“Breathe,” each of which features a particular emphasis on one function, presented through the 

lens of the music of Sciarrino and Frey and further impacted by my own aesthetic. 

 

2.1 The Gradient 

In A Moment on the In-between, each instrument in the quartet reads from two staves, 

with the bottom staff containing traditionally-notated pitches and rhythms and the top staff 

featuring a graphic notation, which appears in the form of a continuous line filled underneath by 

a linear gradient (see Examples 5a and 5b).  Movement along this gradient specifies a 

simultaneous shift in four criteria: bow weight, bow speed, bow contact point, and left-hand 

weight.   

Example 5a.  Excerpt from A Moment on 
the In-between: Violin I, m. 5. 

 Example 5b. Excerpt from A Moment on 
the In-between: Violin I, m. 143. 

 

 

 
 

At the bottom line of the gradient staff, the performer bows over the fingerboard (sul 

tasto) at a normal speed but with significantly less bow pressure than would usually be applied to 

the string.  This—combined with the application of harmonic pressure in the left hand—produces 
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a quiet, whispery tone containing trace suggestions of the underlying pitch material, which are 

subsumed by the white noise of the bow against the string.  As the gradient moves from the 

bottom line to the middle of the staff, bow speed decreases and the bow contact point returns to 

its normal position between the fingerboard and the bridge.  At the same time, bow and left-hand 

finger pressure increase slightly, reaching a halfway point between their ordinario pressure and 

their pressure applied at the bottom of the gradient staff.  This middle position represents the 

weakest possible point at which the pitched elements of the string sound take on the instrument’s 

typical timbral characteristics, overcoming the sound’s noise elements.  A gradient position at 

the top of the staff should be considered synonymous with the normal performance technique for 

that particular note.  In the case of pitch notated as a natural or artificial harmonic, this requires a 

return to harmonic pressure in the left hand as opposed to the normal pressure, which would be 

applied to a non-harmonic note. 

In its application, the gradient effect directly and intentionally mirrors the quality of the 

silences present in Sciarrino’s Let Me Die Before I Wake.  In both cases, the listener perceives 

the presence of silence as an obstruction to the production of pitch.  Whereas Let Me Die Before 

I Wake achieves this effect as a consequence of the work’s registral silences, tension in A 

Moment on the In-between is produced as a direct result of the timbral silences created through 

application of the gradient.  As such, silences and near-silences in A Moment on the In-between 

are at their most predictive and tense when they occur at, or in close proximity to, the center line 

of the gradient staff where tone is the most unsteady. 

 

2.2 Structure 

The piece’s structural underpinnings are derived from the simple chord progression seen 
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in Figure 3.  Each chord of this progression can be understood as a basic major or minor triad 

with additional chord tones included for coloristic purposes.  In most cases, these notes are major 

seconds (in minor chords) and perfect fourths (in major chords) above the root of the triad with 

some chords exhibiting additional sixths and sevenths as well.  While the five chords are not 

intended to reflect traditional voice-leading practices in the common practice style, they may be 

understood in terms of their abstract functional roles within the progression.  In the key of G-

minor (or more appropriately G-dorian due to modal mixture) these chords can be described as a 

I-IV-I-V-I progression, with the main motion proceeding from tonic to dominant and back to 

tonic wherein the tonic is prolonged thorough the inclusion of the predominant chord.31 

Figure 3. The I-IV-I-V-I progression used as a structural basis for A Moment on the In-between. 

 
This internal prolongation is then mirrored in the larger form of the work (see Figure 4), 

with several instances of the I-IV-I-V-I motif nested within a single iteration of the main 

progression.  For example, the first completion of the main progression occurs over chords 1–21 

and presents the I-IV-I-V-I motif on four separate levels.  On the first level, the progression is 

augmented through the addition of a chromatically-altered submediant (chord 3) before the 

predominant, and a Neapolitan chord (chord 19) before the dominant.   

                                                 
31 It should be noted that, while the inclusion of additional, non-functional pitches in each chord may suggest a 
different interpretation of this progression (should these pitches be considered in a normal functional context), the 
harmonization of this progression as I-IV-I-V-I is the best representation of my understanding of both the 
progression itself and how this progression relates to the larger structure of the work.  
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Figure 4. Harmonic framework of A Moment on the In-between.  All chords are displayed in root position
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The submediant is then prolonged through a second application of the I-IV-I-V-I progression 

(chords 2–16), this time in the altered submediant’s key of E-major.  As with the main level, this 

instance of the motif is augmented through both the inclusion of the submediant (chord 4) and a 

prolongation—this time of the dominant chord via the I-IV-I-V-I motif in retrograde (chords 7–

15).  The fourth and final instance of this progression comprises chords 8–12, again prolonging 

the dominant chord of the previous level. 

The first section of the piece, “Contact,” contains four complete main-level presentations 

of the I-IV-I-V-I progression, with each successive iteration exhibiting a lesser degree of 

elaboration.  Not only does this suggest a kind of harmonic acceleration that mirrors the literal 

acceleration present in mm. 117–174, but it also provides for a gradual unveiling of the 

underlying structure, eventually culminating with an unaltered presentation of the main 

progression (chords 39–43).  The full 43-chord progression is then presented again in a 

piecewise retrograde, wherein the order of the individual main-level progressions is reversed 

while maintaining chord order within each unit. 

In a stark contrast to the traditional nature of this pseudo-functional harmonic framework, 

the temporal aspects of A Moment on the In-between are determined probabilistically via the 

visual programing language Max, with two separate patches used for the two 43-chord 

progressions.  In both patches, the computer is asked to generate four sets of 43 durations and 

onsets, with one set of 43 for each instrument in the quartet.  Using the Bach extension for 

Max—developed in 2010 by composers Andrea Agostini and Daniele Ghisi—these durations 

and onsets are then formatted into proportional notation before being quantized and transformed 

into traditional musical notation.  Once all rhythmic information has been determined, each 

duration is assigned a pitch from the corresponding chord in the progression. While the process 



24 
 

of selecting pitches was originally reserved for the computer, pitch material in the final piece was 

chosen by hand (see section 2.3). 

Despite similarities in workflow between the two sections, both patches produce 

drastically different results, due primarily to variance in the criteria used to determine the notated 

durations and onsets.  For the first section (see Example 6), the computer is given the choice 

between six initial durations—1, 3, 6, 10, 15, and 20 seconds—with the probability of their 

occurrence weighted steeply towards larger values.  After the base duration has been chosen, the 

computer decides on a smaller duration by which to “muddy” the base duration; these smaller 

durations correspond to discrete metrical values in traditional notation, specifically quarter notes, 

eighth notes, sixteenth notes, triplet eighth notes, and quintuplet sixteenth notes.  The base 

duration is then altered via a random walk in which the computer is given the option to raise, 

lower, or maintain the base duration by a value equal to the muddying duration.  This decision is 

repeated a number of times equal to half the base duration multiplied by the smaller duration, 

resulting in possible altered durations ranging from ±50% of the base duration with values closer 

to the base occurring at higher frequency due to the nature of the random walk.  Once each 

altered duration has been determined, the computer is asked to generate values for the gradient, 

with each onset on the gradient staff representing a point through which the gradient line passes.   

In order to determine the location of these points, the computer reads the stored durations 

and onsets, and generates a partition—a way of writing an integer as a sum of positive 

integers32—of each duration into a number of parts.  This number of parts is governed by the 

chord it is partitioning, with later chords privileging larger numbers of parts.  Since partitions by 

                                                 
32 Eric Weisstein, "Partition," Wolfram MathWorld, accessed February 27, 2018, 
http://mathworld.wolfram.com/Partition.html. 
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definition are not order specific, each partition is then altered through permutation and applied to 

the current duration.  For example, a 20-second note may be partitioned into four parts of length 

7, 5, 5, and 3 seconds, for which a random ordering is chosen.  Finally, the ordering of all 

durations, onsets, and gradient breakpoints is reversed along with all rests, in particular those at 

the end of each part.  This retrograde is necessary to ensure that all performers arrive at the 43rd 

chord of “Contact” at the same time, counteracting the gradual desynchronization of parts that 

occurs as a result of additive differences between the four sets of generated durations. 

Example 6.  Excerpt from A Moment on the In-between: mm. 155–160.  Rhythmic generation in 
section 1. 

 

In contrast, the process for generating the second section of material is much more 

straightforward.  Not only does the second section not require the generation of gradient data, but 

it forgoes the muddying process as well.  While the number of possible base durations remains  
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the same, the set of options covers a much smaller range with values of 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, and 10 

quarter notes, again weighted towards higher values (see Example 7).  

Example 7.  Excerpt from A Moment on the In-between: mm. 183–188.  Rhythmic generation in 
section 2 and beginning of transitional material. 

 

Once both sections have been fully computed the resultant notation is juxtaposed, 

resulting in a terraced opening that gradually converges over the course of the first ~11 minutes 

(section one) before desynchronizing once again.  Given this temporal scaffolding, pitches and 

gradient levels are then applied on an intuitive basis in combination with some important 

additions and alterations to the generated structure (see sections 2.2 and 2.3). 

 

2.3 Composer’s Aside:  Pitch and Permanence in Generative Composition 

As mentioned previously, initial versions of A Moment on the In-between were designed 

to generate not just temporal information, but pitch information as well.  Each of the 43 chords 

was entered into a Max coll, with each individual row in the coll containing the notes present in 

its corresponding chord.  Before determining a note’s durational value, the computer would be 

asked to choose one of the 3-5 notes in the current row of the coll, to which the proceeding 
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duration would then be applied.  In this determination, all chord tones were assigned equal 

probabilities of occurrence, allowing complete freedom of choice within the parameters of the 

progression.   

While it may come as no surprise to the reader that the resulting material was—to say the 

least—fairly uninteresting, this same process was used successfully in a previous work of mine, 

Shine/luster.  This piece, which was written immediately prior to A Moment on the In-between, 

was also written in Max and comprised a number of sinusoidal oscillators whose durations and 

frequencies were determined according to a changing set of probabilities.  Not only were those 

frequencies chosen from the same type of chord-filled coll as those in A Moment on the In-

between, but chord changes in Shine/luster occurred significantly less, with a single chord lasting 

for upwards of two minutes.  Despite the pointedly more static texture and the greater degree of 

repetition, each performance of Shine/luster resulted in what I considered to be a consistently 

interesting and engaging product. 

Successive attempts at generating pitch in A Moment on the In-between incorporated 

methods of weighting pitch choice on a variety of criteria, including the decreased prioritization 

of repeated notes and a bias towards stepwise motion in an effort to simulate voice-leading.  

Further versions of the patch replaced the unordered pitch coll entirely, opting instead for four 

fixed lines that were determined intuitively from the underlying progression.  Regardless, both 

approaches produced results which were equally tedious, with the former sounding almost 

identical to the initial unweighted versions and the latter suffering as a consequence of the 

asynchronous manner in which the four performers navigate through the progression.  Eventually 

the decision was made to forgo pitch generation entirely in favor of the strictly-intuitive 

approach used in the final piece. 
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Upon reflection, Shine/luster succeeds where early versions of A Moment on the In-

between failed as a consequence of the permanent, fixed nature of the latter which is required as 

a practicality of a successful performance of the piece.  For a work like Shine/luster in which 

every performance is unique, each individual moment and—more particularly—each relationship 

or connection between those moments exists at an equal level of impossibility.  As a result, the 

value of these moments is derived not simply as a function of the way the relationships between 

those moments change over time, but the significance of that particular relationship having 

occurred at all.  Conversely, the intentionality of a fixed work relies at least in part on some form 

of consistent motivic development to establish those same meaningful relationships from 

moment to moment.  Since the unconventional nature of the extended techniques required by the 

gradient notation is prohibitive to any sort of unrehearsed live-generated performance, some 

form of motivic salience is required. 

 

2.4 “Contact” 

The first section of A Moment on the In-between, “Contact,” mirrors the registral and 

gestural silences of Sciarrino’s Allegoria della notte, beginning with a strong, accented chord 

that is orchestrated across all members of the quartet before receding into the quiet, ethereal tone 

of the solo violin (see Example 8).  In addition to the registral silence that occurs as a result of 

the withdrawal of the full ensemble, timbral silence is added through application of the gradient.  

This note is then shaped by a series of peaks in the gradient line which bring the violin closer to 

the center of the gradient staff.  When placed in context with the prominence of the initial 

chordal articulation, this change in timbre is audibly understood as motion towards a return of 

that preliminary timbral completion, as well as the eventuality of a return to the original register.   
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Example 8.  Excerpt from A Moment on the In-between: mm. 1–5.  Opening gesture of 
“Contact.” 

 

To maintain a sense of motivic coherence in these slow, extended sections, pitch material 

is chosen from the underlying progression so that the composite melodic line—which itself is 

three-note rising gesture (usually appearing as a major second ascent followed by a perfect 

fourth) and a half-step descent reminiscent of a suspension.implied by the registral proximity of 

the four instruments—suggests two primary gestures: a  

The return of the initial gesture comes in the form of a series of four chordal interjections 

that appear in mm. 33, 66, 105, and 117 (see Example 9).  These interjections, which occur on 

members of the I-IV-I-V-I progression, reinforce the idea of sound as being the preferred state 

over silence and suggest the presence of a gestural silence in-between interjections.  In other 

words, the return of these chordal pillars at identical points in the main five-chord progression 

indicates that the intervening melodic material does not serve any kind of harmonic purpose, but 
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rather serves as a prolongation of those harmonies.  From a gestural perspective, this can be 

understood to imply the presence of those chords within the silence.   

Example 9.  Excerpt from A Moment on the In-between: mm. 105–110.  Third interjection (m. 
105) and link between interjections and intervening material (m. 106). 

 

While this relationship between the unison chords and the intervening melodic material 

may not be readily apparent as of the first interjection, several factors contribute to a gradual 

unveiling of these two textures’ similarity.  First, notes immediately following a chordal 

interjection are almost always members of the preceding chord which occur at a displacement of 

one or more octaves.  For example, in the beginning of the piece the violin follows the initial 

chord with a sustained A6, exactly one octave higher than its original A5.  Next, there is the 

gradual introduction of sustained melodic lines in the middle register (generally between E4 and 

F5; see Example 10).  This appears first in the cello part in m. 39 and is generally accompanied 

by a gradient line that occurs above and away from the middle line of the gradient staff.  The 
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most important link, however, occurs in mm. 105–106 where the full quartet moves between the 

ordinario chord in m. 105 (the second I chord of the I-IV-I-V-I) and an iteration of the initial I 

chord in the registral space generally occupied by the melodic prolongations (see Example 9). 

Example 10.  Excerpt from A Moment on the In-between: mm. 40–45.  Inclusion of middle 
register in “Contact.” 

 

Along with this gradual unveiling of the relationship between the chordal interjections 

and the whispery, sustained melody comes the resynchronization of the harmonic structure 

beginning in m. 117 which results from the generated harmonic scaffolding.  This convergence is 

highlighted in the proceeding measures through a filling-out of the registral space and a 

preference towards the top line of the gradient staff.  The result is a traditional string quartet 

sound that helps to emphasize the equally traditional relationships between harmonies, which are 

then further highlighted through the idiomatic sound of the prevalent descending-second 

suspension motif. 
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This return to some semblance of normalcy provides a stark contrast, as the ensemble 

begins to drift back towards the upper register and the center line of the gradient staff, starting 

with the cello in m. 171.  Here the sound of the instruments struggling to remain above the 

gradient breakpoint represents a powerfully predictive timbral silence, which ultimately provides 

for the catharsis of the ensemble’s full arrival on the 43rd chord in m. 182, thus marking the end 

of “Contact.” 

 

2.5 “Breathe” 

In contrast to the tension of “Contact,” “Breathe” (mm. 226–277) draws inspiration from 

the static architectural silences of Frey’s Streichquartett III.  However, since the perception of 

predictive and retrodictive silences relies so heavily on the setting in which those silences occur, 

the shift from the predictive silences of “Contact” to the retrodictive silences of “Breathe” 

requires a recontextualization of their shared thematic material.  This transition occurs gradually 

over mm. 185–225 as a result of several changes in approach. 

The most visually-obvious of these variations is the removal of the gradient staff in mm. 

183–220 (see Example 11).  This accomplishes two main purposes: firstly, it allows for the 

fulfillment of the first section’s goal of timbral completion; in other words, if the trajectory of 

those notes that contained timbral silences was towards a normal and complete tone and timbre, 

then this extended section of traditional technique shows that that end has been fully achieved.  

Secondly, it allows for the sound of the gradient effect to be disassociated with its earlier 

predictive connotations.  By the time the gradient returns to the viola and cello in m. 221, it is 

freed from the burden of its use in “Contact.”  
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Example 11.  Excerpt from A Moment on the In-between: mm. 231–236.  Chordal structures and 
gradient shaping in “Breathe.” 

 

The method of rhythmic generation plays an equally important role in the 

recontextualization process.  As opposed to the muddied durations of the first section, which 

preclude the establishment of any underlying metrical structure—as per Mirka’s parallel multiple 

analysis model—all durations that are a part of the transitional material occur at some quarter-

note interval (before intuitive alteration).  More particularly, the six possible durations—1, 2, 3, 

5, 7, and 10 quarter notes—are all relatively coprime with the exception of 2 and 10 and 5 and 

10.  In other words, the only possible common divisor between any two durations is 1.  This 

means that, while the listener still may not be able to establish a consistent metric periodicity, the 

only possible value for a single metrical unit is the quarter note.  As a result, the amount of time 

between the onset of one note and the next can now be perceived as distinct metrical durations as 



34 
 

opposed to the interminable lengths of “Contact,” allowing for the consideration of rests 

separating those onsets in terms of the previous chords. 

Finally, since the full-ensemble rests of “Breathe” are highly uncommon in “Contact,” 

they must be gradually introduced.  This occurs first in m. 197, appearing with increasing 

frequency up to the beginning of “Breathe” in m. 226.  The length of these eventual rests is also 

foreshadowed through the increasing expanse between entrances in the viola and cello. 

“Breathe” itself is fairly straightforward, beginning on the fourth full main-level 

presentation of the I-IV-I-V-I progression, with each successive entrance moving further through 

the structure.  Each chordal pillar is shaped by the gradient, maintaining ordinario technique for 

three quarter notes before quickly dropping down to the bottom line of the gradient staff.  This 

use of the gradient in “Breathe” further differentiates the effect from its use in “Contact” through 

its smooth and strictly one-directional trajectory, moving quickly from the top of the staff to the 

bottom of the staff so as to avoid the tension of the mid-staff breakpoint. 

 

2.6 Paratextual Context 

It should be noted that, in addition to internal information, outside context is provided to 

the listener in the form of the piece’s paratextual information, particularly through the work’s 

subtitles.  In the case of the first section, the subtitle “Contact” highlights the importance of the 

singular moment as suggested by the title, which implies an equivalence between interruptions, 

in turn mirrored by the piece’s harmonic prolongations.  At the same time, “Contact” is 

suggestive of the prominent role played by the shifting left-hand and bow techniques represented 

by the gradient.  Furthermore, this subtitle is intended to mimic the sound of the section’s 

interruptive chords, with hard, plosive consonants at the beginning and end of the word, 
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mimicking the chords’ accented qualities and suggesting their priority between the two main 

textures. 

Similarly, the second subtitle, the title “Breathe” is intended to provide a point of 

approach for the listener, carrying with it the heavy implication of meditation or repose which is 

mirrored in the reflective nature of the section’s retrodictive silences.  In addition, “Breathe” can 

be understood to refer to the quality of the sound produced by the quartet throughout the section.  

In particular this refers to a specific breathing exercise in which breath is expelled in a quick and 

steady stream ending with a quiet, extended hiss to completely empty the lungs.  As with 

“Contact,” “Breathe” is also intended to phonetically mimic the shape of the chordal pillars with 

a plosive beginning that trails away into a fricative ending. 

 

2.7 Conclusion and Directions for Further Research 

As a result of the careful application of the underlying principles of functional silence, A 

Moment on the In-between provides both a practical and theoretical example of a silence-centric 

approach to composition, which includes those near-silences that are common to the works of so 

many contemporary composers.  Moreover, the analysis of the works of Sciarrino and Frey 

provided useful source materials and models for A Moment on the In-between. 

Although this research begins to answer the questions of what functional silence is and 

how that silence affects the listener, it does not address the question of how silence is capable of 

functioning in this way.  To this end, I point (as many theorists do) to the realm of philosophy, 

particularly to the field of ontology and the concept of being as described by philosopher Martin 

Heidegger. 
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The association between Heidegger’s ontological philosophy and the work of the 

Sciarrino and Frey is a path that—in contrast to discussions of functional silence—appears fairly 

well trodden.  Heideggerian concerns and concepts appear in Frey’s own writing, referencing the 

state of being as a general idea while also directly invoking Dasein, a concept that originates in 

Heidegger’s Being and Time.33  Within this seminal work, Heidegger references the idea of 

silence within the context of discourse, which I argue can potentially be applied analogously to 

the concept of active listening in music, an analogy that appears within the previous theoretical 

discussions on functional silences in reference to boundary or framing silences.34  We even see 

invocations of Heidegger’s thoughts on the ontology of discourse in David Metzer’s discussion 

of modern silence and the music of Sciarrino,35 as well as extensively throughout Nicholas 

Melia’s overview of the Wandelweiser collective, in which he describes them titularly as the 

“voices of ontological silence.”36  I encourage the reader to refer to these resources for additional 

perspectives on the issue of silence in music. 

 

  

                                                 
33 Jürg Frey, “The Architecture of Silence,” trans. Michael Pisaro, Edition Wandelweiser (1998), 
http://www.wandelweiser.de/_juerg-frey/texts-e.html#THE 
34 Clifton, 164 
35 David Metzer, "Modern Silence," The Journal of Musicology 23, no. 3 (2006): 367 
36 Nicholas Melia, “Stille Musik—Wandelweiser and the Voices of Ontological Silence,” Contemporary Music 
Review 30, no. 6 (December 2011): 471–495 
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PART II 

A MOMENT ON THE IN-BETWEEEN
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