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Sonic Allegory in Thomas Adès’s The Exterminating Angel (2015) 

 
Music Theory Southeast  

Keynote Address (3.30.2019) 
 
 
  Figure 1a. Narrative reading of Adès’s music   
 
    AGENTIAL level      ACTANTIAL level 
 

 
    
          =  ASSERTION of will 
 

Entrapment   = NEGATION of will  
   Doom 

 
             
 

 
Figure 1b. Overview of Ensemble Numbers  
      

          SLM = “savage” leitmotif 
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Motives ("Enchanted," "savage") 
Cyclical processes (descent, 
         ascent, wedge) 
 

High Solemn 
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 Example 2.  Aligned Interval Cycle analysis of Adès’s Piano Quintet (Stoecker 2016, 196) 
 

 
 
Example 3a. The First Guests’ entry (Act I, sc.3, mm. 65-76) 

 
 
 

  
 
 

     
   C+         A+          F#+                                       Eb+      
  

Passacaglia (P) wedge cycle (reduced in register):  

  
	 C	11			B	11			Bb									A		11		G#	11			G								F#	11			F	11		E		 Eb	11			D	11			Db	
	 E	2				F#2				G#	 				C#	2				D#	2				F								A#	2				C	2				D			 G		2					Ab2				C	
      
 

8ve descent (C - C) 

T9 T9 T9 

Passacaglia rhythm (Venn 2017, 37): 
 

 
 AIC: < 2, 11> 

T9 

AIC: <2, 11> 
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 Example 3b. The First Guests’ entry (continued) 
 

 
            A+          F#+             Ab+                                   (F+) 
    

 C#10			B 11		_	__   A#	10			G#  C	10		_	Bb	11									A	10			G  
“Enchanted” 
  sequence: E																			 C#							 	 	 Eb						 									 C	
	

       
P cycles:      A	11			G#	11		G	11		F#11		F	11				E	 		 Ab11		G	11		Gb11		F	11			E	11			D#		 
   C#	2			D#	2		_F	6				B	2				C#1					D		  C	2					D	2			E	6				A	2				B	2				C# 
 
 

 
 
Example 4. March Interlude (End of Act I, mm. 907-920) 

 

 
A+                    F#+             (rhythm disintegrates) 
 
 

 
 Ab+             F+       (rhythm disintegrates) 

5th descent (A - D) 

etc. 
 
 
etc. (C-A-G) 

“Enchanted” motif 
 

9	

T11 

T11 

9	 9	 9	

T9 

T9 

T9 

T9 
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 Example 5. “Ragôut” aria from The Exterminating Angels (Act I, Sc. 4)  
 
 

 

 
     Ab           E       Ab 
 

 

     
                     D                               Ab                    
 

 
Example 6. Distorted Quotation of a Viennese waltz (Act II, mm.1579-85; mm.1616-20)  
 

   
 

 
 

5-beat extension 

M6 upbeat (x 3) 
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 Example 7. “Spoons” Aria (Act II, Reh. 107) 
 

 etc. 

 
 
“Spoons” three-part cycle:  <7, 7, 10> / <1, 1, 10> 
 

    mm.1304-06:          mm.1308-11   

    
   F#: (V7  bVI)        Eb: (V7  bVI)   
         D: (V7  bVI)              B: (V7   bVI)   
             Bb: (V7  bVI)                 G: (V7  bVI) 
      Hexatonic system:    
 
        F#+  D+     Bb+    Eb+       B+           G+ 
    

PL           PL               PL     PL 
 

 
 

Oct2,3 

Oct1,2 
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Example 8a. The Sheep and the Bear Interlude (Act III, reh. 42) 

 
 
Example 8b. “Lamb” aria (Act III, reh. 54) 

 

 
 

 AIC: <1, 1, 1>  D	1					Eb	1					E	1					F	1					Gb	1				G1					G#1					A	1					A#1					B 
    F#1					G	1						G#1				A	1					Bb	1				B1					C	1					C#1					D	0						D	 
    Bb1						B	1						C	1				Db1					D	1					Eb1				E	1					F	1						F#1					G 
 

  

J. S. Bach, 
“Sheep may 
safely graze” 
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Example 9a. High Solemn Requiem chant (Act III, m.1070 - ) 
 

 
          D               -                        G#            -                      G  

 
 Figure 9b. Voice leading progression in the accompanying chords (Straus 2016, 178) 
 
  D  C  B  
  C  B  A# 
  Bb  A  F# 
  A  G#  G 
  F  E  C# 
   *T11  *T11  *T10 
    (1)   (4)    (5) 
 
 
 Example 9c. Ondes Martenot’s triplet figurations  
 

 
				E	2					F#2					G#2				A#	 C	1					C#	1					D	1						D#1				E	 Eb1				E	1				F	1						F#1				G 
				D#11			D11				C#11			C	 B	10			A	10				G	10					F	10				Eb	 Db10		B	10		A	10				G10				F	 

 
AIC:   <11, 2>   <10, 1>       <10, 1> 

 

OM 

The same chord 
progression on “aeterna” 
repeats (x8) as the opera 
comes to a halt. 
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Figure 10. Intersections of Cycles, Motives, and Harmonies 
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